
  [image: cover]


  Section One (2005)


  


  Chapter 1



  Getting Started


  Sometime around the middle of 2005, I noticed my voice was getting weaker. Nothing dramatic occurred (that is why I cannot remember a specific date). Since I had done public speaking throughout my life, any change in voice was readily noticeable to me. In fact, I became aware of my “voice problem” long before my wife noticed it.


  Again, it was nothing dramatic that immediately demanded that I change occupation. Many years previously I had learned the importance of things like timing, vocal emphasis, inflections, and pauses. Those things were practiced so frequently that they became second nature to me.  I did not have to think to do them; I just did them. I did not have to plan and prepare to do such things as I made preparation. As I spoke, it was obvious what I should do and when I should do it. I could tell by the audience’s facial reactions what things were effective in communicating my thoughts. Though (as with all who deliver public speeches) I had some weaknesses that I could not ignore, I had no major problems. My voice was adequate for most situations, and it served me well.



  I never had a strong voice that easily carried in every circumstance. Though I had to be conscious of over-using my voice, public speaking was never a problem for me. However, when I noticed the speaking problem, it soon became apparent that I could not assume I would use the verbal skills that were natural to me. As I would discover, no amount of personal effort could or would prevent my speaking problems.



  It began as a personal frustration. In time (a matter of weeks) my personal frustration became a noticeable problem. With the passing of more time, the noticeable problem became a handicap. Eventually, my projection for public speaking became impossible. The inevitable had to be accepted!



  Frustration became weariness. Weariness became a noticeable problem. Finally, the noticeable problem ended public speaking. Why? At first I began to lose skills like inflection. Then I began dropping syllables and slurring words. The progression led to (“on my feet”) deciding an alternate way to say something because I knew I could not pronounce a word. Finally, trying to project and express my thoughts required more energy than I had. Though I wanted to try, I simply could not easily and understandably project. On June 4, 2006, I made my final public speaking presentation. (I continue to speak to small groups if they have other options to listen to other speakers—people in the small audience are present (a) because they wish to be and (b) they understand my limitations prior to my speaking.)



  In conjunction with projecting/speaking problems in 2005, I began to fall. Never once in my mind did I associate my voice limitations and my falling. In fact, the voice limitations were only a frustration when the falling began. I associated my falling with returning clumsiness (I was clumsy as a child).



  However, the falls began to be more serious. In March of 2005, I fell in a large dark room. I had been in that room without lights many times. When I fell, I thought I was about to bump into an unknown object. My instincts instantly reacted, suddenly I lost my balance, and quickly I was on the floor. 



  This fall was shocking and confusing. Nothing was there! There was no reason to dodge! The result: a severely bruised right thigh. As I lay dazed on the floor, I asked myself, “How did that happen?” The resulting bruise was so large and deep that it was painfully difficult to walk.



  Later there was the fall that resulted in cuts and bleeding. Still later came the fall that dislocated my left shoulder.



  Understanding the Problem



  Before the age of 65, I had been many places and done a number of things. What I now share is not shared to brag (I have nothing to brag about), but this is stated as an example of how much immediate transition Joyce and I faced. I was born in Tennessee (Davidson County) and grew up as a farm boy in Tennessee (Cumberland County). I had no expectation as a child or as a high school student of ever being any place other than in some region of Tennessee. Yet, I have worked in Tennessee, Florida, Mississippi, and Arkansas. Joyce and I also have lived and worked in Cameroon, West Africa for four years, and have worked in Canada, Germany, Poland, and Russia. 



  We enjoyed those experiences so much that a prominent retirement option we seriously considered was to be a “relief couple.”  Had that retirement option developed, we would have temporarily replaced American families in other countries who came back to the United States on business or personal leave for several months. That was a conscious consideration.



  Our considerations and options would change quickly.



  My primary care doctor, Dr. Michael Cole (who is my friend and encourager as well as my doctor), suggested we explore my balance problems. This search was to be a part of my annual medical checkup. Neither he nor I expected to find anything significant. The plan: locate the cause of my balance problems by a process of elimination, and address the problem. 



  On June 29, 2005, I scheduled an appointment. As part of my annual examination, he immediately scheduled me for a CAT scan of my head (no jokes about my empty head, please!). Since the CAT scan was to occur near July 4, Dr. Cole told me not to expect to hear any results from the scan until the Fourth had passed.



  On July 1 he called me. A sobered, regretful voice told me the CAT scan revealed significant shrinkage in my cerebellum. I immediately was to determine the cause of the shrinkage by scheduling an appointment with a neurologist, Dr. Margaret Tremwel.



  During this period the speech problem and the balance problems grew worse. Likely, at this time, my problems were not noticeable to others. Dr. Cole scheduled the first available appointment with Dr. Tremwel. 



  The first thing Dr. Tremwel did was observe me walk. The “walk” was less than ten steps! She told me that if I did not address some walking problems, I would be in a wheelchair in a year. 



  Then she scheduled a series of tests to determine the precise problem. I gave so much blood to be tested that I thought I needed a transfusion! The electric stimulus test was loads of fun because I am so sensitive to electricity!



  The first results were inconclusive. Fortunately, enough blood remained to be retested. Dr. Tremwel requested that they look for specific things that might reveal the problem. 



  Finally, the results permitted her to make a diagnosis (spinal cerebellum atrophy # 8). It was the typical “good news and bad news” report. The good news: the problem would not kill me quickly—in fact, I could live a normal life span! Of all the identified types of this problem, I had the least destructive kind. 



  The bad news: the problem is genetic, and there is no treatment for the cause. Only the symptoms can be treated as they occur. This rare condition exists in so few people that little research is done on the problem. 



  The objective: slow the problem down through physical therapy. Personally slow down (I did not consider myself unduly fast). My past practices (exercise routines, watching my weight, etc.) were a definite plus. 



  My first major transition involved the unthinkable: do nothing physical. Let me explain something about myself. I had been on a regular exercise program since 1975. I love yard work—cutting grass, planting and tending flowers, clipping shrubs, and doing anything else that needs doing outside. I love to sweat—hot weather and sunshine are to be enjoyed because cold weather is over. Being a farm boy at heart, I love the woods—being in the woods without ticks is the only justification for cold weather! Name the outdoors sport, and I have likely tried it—tennis, golf, hiking, fishing, hunting, etc. (I did not say I was good at any of them, but that I tried them.)


  My instructions were simple, clear, and emphatic. No “ifs” were involved. Exercise programs were to halt—completely. Sports activities were to halt—completely. Sweating was to halt—completely. Yard work was to cease immediately. I was to learn to slow down, walk correctly, and keep cool (literally). In time, with medical permission, I would again exercise regularly. However, this would occur only when I learned to improve my balance, to slow down, and to stop all forms of sweating activity. 


  My physical therapy was delayed because of the dislocated shoulder. I got up from my desk, turned as I got to my feet, and fell. I do not remember much about that fall except four things: (1) I was in too big a hurry; (2) dislocating a shoulder hurts—a lot!; (3) that fall [at work] surely caused a lot of commotion; and (4) I do not want to fall again!


  When I finally began physical therapy, I felt sorry for my first therapist. Through a process of about 20 rhythmical tests, she was to make recommendations. The problem: I have no rhythm! After about half the tests, she kindly, apologetically looked at me and said, “I am sorry, but I do not want to discourage you. I think we better stop these tests.” 


  She was a helpful, good friend, but I bet she never had a clumsier patient than me! Though she has moved to another state, she will forever remember the man with no rhythm! Maybe I will be in her catalogue of examples used to encourage others!


  For the rest of the summer and early fall, the active man who loved summer weather restricted his physical activities and sat inside. While I did that, it seemed my physical health was in a steep decline. Were I to graph the situation, it would be a graph like this:
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  My initial period of inactivity was extremely discouraging. I experienced things I never had experienced before. Muscles involuntarily moved as they tried to determine where they were and what they were supposed to be doing—I had never experienced twitching! My speech declined, faced new challenges, and refused to respond to speech therapy. Reflux problems increased. Then there were the nightly leg cramps or “charlie horses” that came in the early morning hours when I was asleep!


  It seemed to me everything physical was out of control, and I could do nothing about it. I felt like large chunks of my life fell off, and all I could do was watch them fall. I do not remember a time in my life when I felt quite so helpless. Merely existing during this time was a new experience.


  May I end this chapter by declaring that I had (and continue to have) many good friends who were and are supportive and encouraging. My friends amaze me with all the creative ways in which they demonstrate caring. Though it took me longer to do less, my employers curtailed my responsibilities without expressing concern. 


  Nor can I begin to say enough about the way Joyce (my wife) supports me. We laugh a lot. She interacts with me as though nothing is wrong. She goes on with life and our relationship as though nothing has changed. No, she is not in denial. It is just that there are no “ifs” in her conversation. She, like me, lives a day at a time, and lets the future unfold as it will. We take care of today, and we will take care of tomorrow when it gets here. 


  We both live in the “now,” not in the future. It would be extremely difficult for me to live in the “now” if she did not do that, also!


  



  


  Chapter 2



  Initial Reactions


  When Dr. Cole initially called to inform me that my cerebellum was shrinking, he was more concerned than was I. While the shrinkage obviously had significance to him, it had little significance to me. Even when he said he would immediately schedule an appointment for me with a neurologist, I was not alarmed. In the past, weird things had happened to me medically with no lasting consequences—like the white of my eye swelling over the iris as the result of an allergic reaction, or a leg not feeling or working one morning because of a nerve problem. So my cerebellum was shrinking—big deal!


  I have long appreciated Dr. Cole for many reasons! He has met many needs with attentiveness and helpfulness. 


  I also need to acknowledge that I much appreciate Dr. Tremwel as my neurologist. She is kind and caring, but direct and unambiguous. At each appointment she explains what is happening to me in ways I can understand. She takes time to answer our questions and explain. It is obvious she cares about her patients as people. 



  I appreciate doctors who can explain the situation understandably, take the time to listen to you, and see the patient as a person. I feel quite blessed to have both of my doctors.



  I always want Joyce to go with me when I see Dr. Tremwel. I want her to hear for herself what the doctor says and what I ask. (Besides, my memory is not what it used to be. I never want Joyce to say, “Why didn’t you tell me that?”)



  Two things slowed the physical therapy sessions. The first was my fall that dislocated my shoulder. The second was the fact that the original blood tests were inconclusive. Though Dr. Tremwel seemed to have an educated guess about what might be happening with me, she does not guess when a test can reveal and document.



  The Diagnosis



  Finally, a diagnosis was possible. We were taking what I called my “pine box tour” to prove to a number of my friends and my family that (a) I did not have cancer and (b) I was not about dead. Dr. Tremwel called me on my cell phone in west Tennessee, confirmed she had received the blood test results, and arranged a “soon as possible” appointment. For some strange reason I felt a sense of relief. I was tired of waiting and wondering.



  The appointment came. I had a rare genetic problem. This genetic condition expresses itself in a number of ways. Of those ways, I have the least aggressive and least violent type of the problem. The other known ways are vicious, and they express the presence of the genetic problem with horrible consequences. The consequences of my form of the disorder probably would not affect how long I lived.  The most that can be done is to treat the symptoms as (if) they occur.



  The approach to try to bring my situation under control was rather simple. First, I had to stop all physical activity. I was to do nothing that would run the risk of additional falls. If I were to break a bone that resulted in my immobilization, the necessary inactivity would be tragic. What I lost (lose) through inactivity would not be recovered. 



  Second, stop anything that made me sweat. When my body is hot enough to sweat, the shielding around my nerves temporarily dissolves until my body “cools down.” The shielding functions in a manner similar to the insulation surrounding electrical wiring. If the shield temporarily disappears, that produces several results: (a) messages from the brain to the muscles are interrupted. (b) Without instructions, the muscles do not know what to do. (c) Muscular cooperation is greatly impaired. (d) In that situation, falls are more likely to occur.



  Third, take no chances. Seek to function preventively. 



  Fourth, never take the benefits of physical therapy for granted. Treat physical therapy regimens seriously. The training in and lessons from physical therapy make valuable contributions to preventing undesired consequences produced by the medical problem.



  The objective was simple: make the deterioration proceed as slowly as possible through proper exercise. To me, I was given an impossible task: exercise, but do not sweat. Since I sweat easily and freely, I do not know how to exercise without sweating—with me, exercise and sweating are companions.



  One question we immediately asked: Should we ask our children to have blood tests for this genetic disorder? The answer: No. The trigger for the genetic problem is present in many people. It is not understood what activates this trigger to produce the genetic malformation. The tests could reveal conditions that might produce the problem, but the tests could not reveal if the problem would occur. The resulting anxiety if those conditions existed would serve no purpose because the conditions could not predict whether the problem would occur.



  For my children’s sake, it was fortunate that I have the problem. For a reason not understood, the chance of the condition being transmitted by a father is considerably less than is transmission through a mother.



  No one I know in my family has this problem. I decided every problem begins with someone—all problems have a “starting point.” For whatever reasons, this one started in me. My hope for my family is that the problem ends in me as well.



  The Emotional Meltdown



  Shortly after diagnosis, I emotionally crashed. To react emotionally to personal problems is not characteristic of me. May I illustrate by using a couple of examples. (a) When we returned in 1974 from Africa, I gained weight rapidly. I started and continued an exercise program (the program continued for years) to address my weight gain. (b) When I was near age 40, a doctor friend discovered I had a serious cholesterol problem. I modified my diet, kept my weight down, and (with difficulties) began medications. For years I kept my weight between 175 and 180 pounds, and I stayed in decent physical condition.



  Finally, the magnitude of my diagnosis sank in. I realized that no matter what I did, nothing would make things better. The situation would get worse, and it seemed to me there was little I could do. The only question was “How fast will conditions get worse?” My physical future seemed black and hopeless. I never “felt” old before. Instantly, I felt decrepit and helpless.



  For 24 hours, in every activity, I said to myself, “There will come a day when you will not be able to do this.” Standing, walking, driving, taking a tub bath, tying my shoes, shaving, combing my hair —name it, and I will likely see the day I can not do it. These things may seem insignificant to you, but to me they were overwhelming. Never before had I realized in specific, absolute terms how helpless I will become.



  Only for a short period did I grieve my projected physical helplessness. As quickly and unexpectedly as that period began, I realized, “You cannot live this way!” Almost on the heels of the thought of helplessness was this thought: “God has used everything else that happened in my life. No trying experience has been wasted. Every trying experience has produced beneficial results. Wonder how God will use this?”



  That ended the period of feeling sorry for myself through projecting myself as a future victim. Surely, there are unexpected moments when I feel a wave of depression or a sense of sadness. Recently, I saw the picture of a huge buck a friend killed on opening day of deer season. Instantly, I thought about how much I missed being in the woods in the fall. Or, for reasons I do not analyze, a sense of sadness descends on me on an occasional Sunday. My point: those moments come, but they are always temporary. They are single waves, not an ocean of despair. They are temporary like a wisp of smoke rising on a windy day.


  The Precipice


  From Dr. Tremwel’s diagnosis through October, I mainly had physical therapy and speech therapy appointments. Initially, I thought I could improve my speech problems by arranging some “in my office” appointments. I thought with enough work on my part and some guidance from trained people, my worsening speech problems would improve. A busy Dena Jenkins met with me frequently to suggest some voice exercises and to listen to me read. An equally busy Rebecca Holloway took notes of speeches primarily to increase my awareness of problem areas. Both are well qualified to give speech therapy. However, regardless of their efforts or my work, it was painfully obvious to me that my voice would not respond to or improve with either knowledge or effort. 


  The verbal decline continued until many could not understand my projected speaking voice. On June 4, 2006 (the day after my sixty-sixth birthday), I gave my last public speech to a sizeable audience.


  In the period from diagnosis through October, a very physically active me became abruptly a very physically inactive me. Suddenly, “a me” who walked three miles in the early mornings two days a week did not take walks, short or long, any day. Suddenly, “a me” who went to the gym three days a week did not go.  Suddenly, “a me” who did a lot of yard work did no yard work. Suddenly, “a me” who went to the woods each fall did not go to the woods. Abruptly, a “me” who loved to be outside stayed inside.



  I was not mentally prepared for the result. My symptoms increased quickly and raged. I reviewed my 2005 and 2006 appointment books, and the decline was obvious. I was extremely active with work, marriages, funerals, guidance appointments, etc. prior to diagnosis and was decreasingly active after diagnosis.



  Parts of my physical life shattered. When I stopped exercising, it became hard for me to walk around a large store. Even using a shopping cart for support helped little! Shortness of breath plagued me. Weakness was a companion. Muscular twitching was a daily experience. 



  I remember having a persistent, low-grade fever that inexplicably appeared and stayed as long as it wished. It appeared for no obvious reason! When that fever came, I felt awful! I was not accustomed to feeling awful!



  It seemed that a good, cooperative body that in the past had served me well was going haywire. My body seemed to be more my enemy than my friend. I felt my immediate experiences were conspiring against my confidence. I felt like I was falling off a cliff with no parasail above and no reason to expect a soft landing below.



  These feelings continued until, in a controlled environment, I was allowed to resume exercising in late November, 2005. Gradually, for the first time, the physical situation stabilized, and a slow physical improvement actually began. Today, that period seems like a dream.



  I cannot say enough to express my appreciation to the staff and leadership. Neither was ever intolerant. Never did they give me reason to be concerned about my present or my future. In fact, they reacted (and still do) as if I am normal—quite a feat!


  


  Chapter 3



  Did You Guess?


  You have probably guessed by now that I preach and teach. I preach and teach about Jesus Christ. Being a Christian is not what I do. Being a Christian is what I am. For me, preaching is not about declaring some rules and regulations. Nor is it about seeking to control people’s behavior—controlling people is the game of power politics, the game of greed, and the game of training life forms that act by conditioning rather than by thoughtfulness. Jesus Christ teaches me how to look at people, how to look at the world, how to look at life, and—most of all—how to look at me.



  It would be impossible for me to separate the thoughts I share with you from the impact that Jesus has on me. Literally, I am what I am because of Jesus’ influence on me. I wish to share my experiences and journey, but there will be much that will not and cannot make sense to you if you do not understand that I am a Christian. Being a Christian is not a means of support. For me, being a Christian is a means of being.



  To illustrate what I am saying, this writing will be placed on the Internet to be read at no cost by any person who wishes to read it. I never have considered seeking to sell these thoughts. Why? That choice has to do with my view of people, which has to do with Jesus’ influence on me and my thinking.



  My Early Years



  I literally do not remember the time when I decided to preach and teach. I come from a committed Christian family. My mother comes from a committed Christian family. My father became a Christian in his late teens or early 20s. Neither my father nor mother challenged me to consider preaching. My mother’s father at times was a part-time preacher and a congregational leader, but I had little contact with him because of the physical distance between him and my family. There is nothing I can point to and say, “This is the influence that resulted in my being a preacher.”



  I began preaching regularly when I was fourteen. My father and a good friend named Ray Cope drove me to Sunday appointments to preach before I was old enough to have a driver’s license. (You know the situation had to be dire for congregations to listen to a fourteen-year-old boy preach.) In the area where I lived as a teenager, there were thirteen congregations, one full-time preacher, and very few part-time preachers. Most of these congregations had no one to speak or teach on Sunday. Therefore, most of them were happy to invite me to come.



  When I was fourteen, I worked with three congregations. Once a month, I went to two congregations. Twice a month I went to one congregation (not on consecutive Sundays). That arrangement continued until I went to David Lipscomb College (now University).



  At the age of fifteen, I, by invitation, held my first gospel meeting. Then, a gospel meeting consisted of the guest preacher speaking about forty-five minutes on the topic of his choosing. The topic had to relate to conversion to Jesus Christ. Two of us (the other was Jackie Fox, who was a year younger than I) alternated nights as we spoke to the Eastland congregation. (My brother, Jack, [who is five years younger than I] has for years preached for the same congregation, and in recent years also has served as an elder there.) By college age, I had conducted gospel meetings and had regularly spoken to congregations.



  The College Years



  When I attended college, I did not preach the first three years while in school. I did teach an adult class at the Park Avenue congregation in Nashville, Tennessee my sophomore year. However, weekend speaking was confined to my summers. In the summers, I worked as a carpenter’s assistant and a mason’s assistant on weekdays. Two of those summers I spoke on Sundays to the Mount Della congregation (near an entrance of Falls Creek Falls State Park).



  Joyce agreed to become my wife the summer before my senior year in college. We were childhood sweethearts who dated though high school and the first three years of college. Because of a family situation, her mother never said anything negative about the church. Joyce was destined to get an “up close and personal” exposure to congregational problems and politics. She jokes that she thought the church was perfect until she married a preacher! 



  About the time Joyce and I became engaged, we and some other dating couples visited a mutual friend (Jackie Fox) as he spoke to the Hickory Flatts congregation near Holly Springs, Mississippi. The man offering the opening prayer said that they were thankful for the young preacher who had come to practice on them. Because of my age, I “practiced” on congregations a lot! Once, while I was in college, a congregation hired me to work weekly for them. A male member who sat on the front seat slept every Sunday. He stayed awake the first time I spoke—a factor in hiring me! (He went back to sleep on my third week.)



  The summer prior to my senior year in college, I was one of the few full-time preachers my home congregation had ever had, and that was for three months! When Joyce and I went to Nashville for my senior year in college, I spoke for the Old Charlotte Road congregation. I literally met relatives I did not know I had. Joyce wondered how I could not know my own family—she had fifty-one first cousins and knew them all by name! 



  We arrived in Nashville, Tennessee with all we owned in our 1955 Plymouth. Ten months later, after graduation, I foolishly thought we had acquired nothing while in Nashville. I was sure everything we owned would still fit in our 1955 Plymouth. What a shock to discover it did not!



  My dad was skeptical about me “earning a living” by preaching. To do Sunday work was okay, but to do nothing but preach was, to him, a huge question mark. We reached a compromise. I would be qualified for a “fall back” career if we began to starve while I was preaching. That accounts for my weird educational background—a B.A. degree with a major in chemistry and a minor in speech, and an M.A. in New Testament. 



  Though Dad had huge question marks, he personally saw that we never starved. For years he gave us beef he grew on my childhood farm. His financial help made it possible for my three children to attend Harding University. Mom never ceased to encourage him or us.



  The Master’s Degree Years



  Upon my graduation from Lipscomb, we moved to Tallahassee, Florida. I accepted an assistantship to continue my studies in chemistry at Florida State University. Dr. James F. Carr, a deacon at Call Street, and his wife, Stephanie, were immensely helpful to us as we settled in Tallahassee. As I spent that summer grinding ragweed in an attic for someone else’s experiment, getting an M.A. in chemistry (which I never planned to use) made less and less sense to me.



  The Call Street congregation was just over a year old. It basically was a college congregation, a thought-out church planting. It became our “church home.” That congregation was in the middle of searching for a minister when Joyce and I moved. I had not preached for a summer, and internally I felt a huge void. I was permitted to preach one Sunday with the clear understanding that I was NOT “trying out” to seek the minister’s position. They just needed someone to speak on an uncommitted Sunday.



  That week they offered me the position. I promptly accepted and gave up my chemistry assistantship.



  I worked full-time in that congregation for almost two years. In that time, three significant things happened: (1) Joyce worked for the maps division of the library at Florida State University, (2) our oldest son Jon was born, and (3) I knew I needed more training. I knew the kind of congregational work I wished to do. If I was to do the work as I wished, I needed a higher level of training. I knew graduate studies were necessary for me.



  As a true act of faith, we moved from Tallahassee, Florida to Looxahoma, Mississippi to enable me to do graduate studies at Harding Graduate School of Religion in Memphis. 



  Shortly after we arrived at Looxahoma, it increasingly became obvious that something was wrong and getting worse. I discovered that the minister before me had left (in a kitchen drawer) a written evaluation of every member of that small congregation. All the evaluations (but one) were negative. When the members had prepared the house for our arrival, everyone had read his or her evaluation.



  While I paid little attention to the evaluations, the members gave those evaluations a LOT of attention. They decided those evaluations would determine what Joyce and I thought of them. Before we arrived, they “knew” what we would think of them. Not until they understood that we would not use those evaluations to determine the basis of our relationships with them did the situation normalize and relationships blossom.



  I graduated from Harding Graduate School of Religion in 1966. Upon my graduation, we moved 6 miles to the Senatobia congregation. In that move, we were introduced a second time to the strange dynamics of leaving one congregation to work for another. I found it strange to be ministering to feelings of rejection and feelings of elation simultaneously!



  The Years After School



  I have no desire to talk about my life as a preacher, and you probably have even less desire to read about it. From 1966 to June of 1970, we worked with the Senatobia congregation. From 1970 to 1974 we worked with people in Cameroon, West Africa, with the Eastside congregation in Sheffield, Alabama serving as our “overseeing” congregation. We began work with the Oxford congregation in Oxford, Mississippi in 1974 and worked with them for just over 22 years. We began working with the West-Ark congregation in Fort Smith, Arkansas on November 1, 1996, where we remain.



  It is my hope that this is enough background information to make what follows sensible. If it is not obvious by now, let me say that I am blessed with an unusual woman as a wife. In every endeavor I have been a part of, it has been an “us” work, not a “me” work. She has been supportive and helpful in every adjustment. She has never complained about anything—even when we had to make unusual adjustments. I trust her strengths, and she trusts mine. In the true sense of the word, we are and always have been partners in all things. I never wonder if she is “there for me,” and I hope she never wonders if I am “there for her.” In the crisis I will share, our relationship is a rich blessing.


  


  Chapter 4



  Primary Coping Attitudes


  By primary coping attitudes, I refer to the basic attitudes that serve as the foundation to other attitudes or mechanisms. Primary coping attitudes are the “bedrock” on which I base my approach to life. These primary attitudes are deeper than the mechanisms I quietly may use to deal with a specific event or situation.


  I must stress that this is the way I approach my life and the demands on my life. In no way do I consider the things I share as a “how to” approach to situations that a person can use as a “formula” to address things each of us confronts. I am not saying that if you encounter a problem less serious than mine, or equal to mine, or more serious than mine, that you, by adopting my approach, will produce the results you desire. 



  Nor am I claiming that I will deal with future adjustments (which inevitably will come) in the same way I have dealt with past adjustments. I hope I do, but I am not so arrogant as to presume I will. There are scary moments now. I have no doubt that scarier moments are yet to come. I am sharing to provide insights into me, not to advise you to say, “Do what he did, and it will produce the results you desire in your challenges.” I share to challenge you to think, not to say, “Do as I do.” I will have to deal with my future—so will you with yours. 



  Ultimately, the responsibility lies within each of us as individuals. Ultimately, the only thing we choose is the attitudes toward self we display.



  Basic Attitude #1: Existence Is About More Than Me.



  As I look at people in and out of American societies and cultures, I see a lot of self-centered existences. As I look within human life (and I definitely include myself), I see a lot of selfishness. Many people are primarily concerned with “my” standard of living, what “I” want, how “you” fit into “my” vision of “my” physical life, and improving “my” future. It seems to me that the more a person has, the more he or she wants. 



  No matter how adequate my house is, I want a bigger house. No matter how adequate my transportation is, I want another vehicle. No matter how adequate my income is, I want a bigger income. Why? More is always better. Why? It provides me opportunity to indulge myself with the increase.



  Closely connected to this physical attitude is the conviction that “money is the answer.” No matter what the problem is, it can be solved if only there is sufficient money. Want an example? What is “real money”? I remember when “real money” was a hundred dollars. (I remember the first time I began earning $400 a month.) Then it was a thousand dollars. Then it was a hundred thousand dollars. Then it was a million dollars. Then it was a billion dollars. Now it is measured in hundreds of billions of dollars. Name the problem, and soon the discussion is focused on “how much money it will take.”



  The solution to problems is not as simple as a forced sharing of anything. Somewhere responsibility and purpose must become significant factors. “Taking” requires little instruction or responsibility. “Doing” and “becoming” involve a lot of teaching and personal responsibility.



  No level of existence is immune to the desire for more. In fact, the desire for more is not merely restricted to those who have. It often runs rampant in those who have nothing. It can dominate those who had nothing but have risen to those who have little. Never or rarely do we have enough! No matter what it costs (or what we forfeit), having more is worth the price because having more is always the solution.



  It seems to me that few (if any) attitudes transform the actions of a person as much as simply understanding that life is about more than me and selfish desires. Two things amaze me: (a) as the material things of a society’s people increase, the capacity of that society’s people to appreciate diminishes. (b) The more a society has, it seems the more likely it is to view people as “opportunity” rather than “persons.” The significance of relationships seems to decline as possessions increase.



  If I am to grow toward the person I wish to be, I must remember two things. (a) I am more than the sum of what I possess. (b) My existence is about more than having. I cannot allow myself to be seduced into thinking that existence is about me. I am not accurately measured by what I have. Being sick may affect what I physically can do, but it does not determine the person I wish to be. In fact, being sick may actually enhance and provide urgency to being who I wish to be.



  Basic Attitude #2: Physical Life Is an Investment.



  For whatever reason, for years I have been fascinated by the remains of ancient people and their burial sites. I find it amazing to watch and listen to humans who declare the significance of every detail found. They also interpret the meaning and use of everything found. As time passes and finds accumulate, the significance of objects and the interpretations of their use tend to change.



  Years ago (in a source I no longer remember) I saw the interpretation of the significance of details projected thousands of years into the future. A buried motel was discovered, unearthed, and a room carefully catalogued. The picture was a spoof, and the catalogue entries were hilarious. Things were not at all what they were interpreted to be.



  Two things occur to me about death. (a) No one remembers for long the cost of our caskets or the appearance projected by our funerals. (b) Regardless of the cost of the funeral, the person in the casket is still physically dead.



  In the late 1970s or early 1980s, two older Christian men came from Cameroon, Africa to the USA to visit people they knew. My family was among several they visited. Two things concerned me: (a) How would the wealth of our nation affect their views of American Christians?  (b) What could I show them to provide them some insights into our society? Both men had been quite helpful in giving us insights into their society. We were truly indebted to both!



  Across the street from our church building was a funeral home. The people who ran the funeral home were good friends. I decided the visiting men could relate to American burial practices and find those practices insightful.



  What occurred defied my expectations. They marveled that there existed a vehicle that did nothing but haul dead bodies. A house that did nothing but care for the dead defied their imagination. They asked why we brought flowers. However, as we explained the embalming process and showed them the casket room, they were strangely quiet. 



  Finally, they asked what everything cost. The cost was explained. Then they looked at me and asked did we think we were going to use the bodies again? To see our funeral practices through their eyes was fascinating! 



  It seems to me that there are two ways to view physical life. (a) All that exists is “the here and now.” (b) There is an existence after physical death. Certainly, there are a number of variations of those two views. Basically, one says physical life has no significance beyond the period in which physical life exists. The other says that the manner in which physical life is used is significant after the person dies. 



  Obviously, to me, physical life is significant to existence after the death of the physical body. Therefore, I view my physical life to be an investment. That affects what I am as a person. That affects how I see other people. That affects how I look at this physical world. 



  Nothing changes because my cerebellum is shrinking. This physical world does not change because my balance is imperfect, my stamina declines, or my muscle coordination is undesirable. What I am, how I see people, and the global condition are not altered because I am sick. Those views were a matter of choice before I knew I was sick, and the reasons I had for accepting those views have not changed because I am sick.



  Serious sickness is not a reason to create a panic-guided quest to lengthen physical life at any cost. Life is much more than a beating heart and assisted respiration in a body lying in a bed in a comatose state that is unlikely to change.



  Basic Attitude #3: “Now” Is All I Have.



  Right “now” is all I have in this physical existence. It is extremely important for me to be the “me” I wish to be “now” rather than declaring, “I could be the ‘me’ I want to be if only . . .”  I cannot do what I wish I could do, but I can be who I wish to be. Circumstances may alter my doing, but circumstances should not alter who I am. I do not have the body I had a few years ago. However, I am the person (hopefully even improved) that I was then.



  Consider an example. You may say, “You have got to be kidding! Look at how active you were in the past! Consider all the things you enjoyed doing in the past that are not even options now! You no longer can use life as you used it for over fifty years! And you likely will have even less available to you in time to come, if you live!”



  For over fifty years I declared specific values I urged people to see and adopt. I declared reasons for adopting those values. I now have opportunity to demonstrate the genuineness of those values through my adverse circumstances.  



  I choose to continue to be who I have been for a long time. My circumstances may be adverse, but the power of personal influence has been magnified. I doubt it will be said that I am who I am because it is convenient for me to be that person. My circumstances demand that I demonstrate the validity of my life’s values.



  Does that frighten me? Yes! Why? Because I think the values are not valid? No! It frightens me because I fear I am too weak to demonstrate the validity of the values. If that happens, others might think the values are invalid as they disregard my personal weaknesses.



  Permit me a tiny spiritual insight. Evil and good have clashed in this physical arena for a long time. God triumphed over the clash in Jesus’ death and resurrection. My triumph is not dependent on me, my strength, and what I can do. It is dependent on what God did for me through Jesus’ dependence on Him long ago. My fear is not a salvation fear, but the fear I cannot be the example for Jesus and God that I wish to be. 



  I belong to the God who specializes in producing good results from evil’s works. If God could make a Savior from Jesus’ execution, who am I to doubt that God can use my situation for His good purposes? My wish: to continue the kind of trust in God to provide Him that option!



  I take nothing for granted. I have constant reminders that my conditions could change in less time than it takes my eye to blink. I can waste the only time I have by throwing myself a “pity party,” or I can make full use of “now” by refusing to worry about my future. I am not saying a person should act foolishly and unnecessarily increase risks. I am saying that we should know our limitations, function within those limitations, but function by being the “us” that we wish to be. A challenge? Constantly! An impossibility? Never!



  I do not waste time on what I do not wish to happen, or on what I wish I could still do. My goal for “now” is to focus on what I can do, and do it. If I permit myself to live in the past or in the future, I waste (and will never recover) my “now.” The past is gone, and I do not have the option of recovering it. The only positive contribution I can make to my future is using my “now” well. “Now” is available to me, so let me use “now” well.



  Basic Attitude #4: Do Not Measure Your Life or Significance by Your Body.


  There is a powerful temptation in the American culture (and many other cultures) to measure a person’s significance by her beauty or his handsomeness or by her/his accomplishments. 



  The aging process has a powerful impact on all of us. What age does to physical appearance and to ability is often just plain mean. The environment in which we live constantly changes. Time declares and generates what is relevant to physical considerations. Through the passage of time, our skills often become increasingly irrelevant.



  One irony of life is simple to see. As young adults, we were filled with desire for our world to be better through changes in human behavior. To the young adult, “change” is a wonderful word depicting a wonderful reality filled with hope! Time passes (it always does). When we become older people, we are filled with lament because human behavior and the world changed so much. “Change” is a horrible word filled with despair, and we are frightened by change! Constantly, the young shout for change, and the old lament change.



  When we were young, we were sure our physical looks would never fade and our skills always would be in demand—being old was years and years away in the dim future. Yet, time passed, physical looks faded, and past skills became insignificant. Muscles sag or disappear, and maybe there is little need for what we once did. (I wonder what happened to people who sold or repaired manual typewriters and adding machines?)



  Wonder what happened to the person when looks faded or skills no longer served needs? That depends. On what? It depends on the person who lost the physical looks or has the antiquated skills. The question: was the person bigger than his or her body, or was the person defined by his or her body? If the person was bigger than his or her body, little to nothing happened. To the extent the person was defined by his or her body (and its performance), the person disappeared as the past faded.



  I choose to define me by more than my body or by doing physical things. If my body diminishes, may my person not diminish.  My body is a tool I use; it is not me. It does not define who I am, but what I can do. If I cannot do what I did, I can remain the same person I was. My attitudes and my values express who I am. My lost bodily deeds do not express who I am. Being angry or bitter about what I can no longer do will not change what I can or cannot do. Such anger and bitterness only change who I am—for the worse, not for the better.



  May I be a “me” worth knowing regardless of the body I have. While the deeds of my body have a huge impact on the life I can live, the deeds of my body are not me.



  



  


  Chapter 5



  Seeing My Reality


  For years I have understood that the way a person looks at self is among the most important factors in the person’s life. Rarely is the only significant factor found in a person’s view of self, but always view of self is a significant factor.


  The tendency: the more significant the degree of a person’s dysfunctional background or environment, the greater is his or her distortion of the people he or she sees (whether it is self or others). During our early years of life, we are highly impressionable. It seems that in this period of our lives we form most of our basic values and determine our personal significance. Both basic values and personal significance often come into being as much through absorption as through a conscious teacher-pupil exchange. 


  Surely, we as adults are more than the sum of the influences exerted on us in this period of high impressionability. Surely, with time, we can change our views of self. However, those changes are possible: (a) when we are honest with self about self, and (b) when we are willing to see how we formerly looked at self. If we are to change views of self, we must acknowledge the impact of former views.  Our adult efforts to be “who we want to be” commonly are powerfully impacted by our views of self as we developed.


  No one comes from a “perfect” background or a “perfect” environment. However, there are backgrounds and environments that are especially destructive to many people. Especially destructive are backgrounds or environments that (a) justify hurtful acts and (b) declare those acts are “normal.” When the victimized person is in a prolonged social or family setting that allows the person to realize such acts are not “normal,” the usual result is profound confusion or internal conflict or both.



  A distinct physical problem can produce sudden realizations that “demand” a person change views of self. Confronting a physical change can require coping skills never before used or that are nonexistent. This change in physical reality quickly becomes “How do I cope with my new situation?” That often dramatically leads to an assessment of “Who am I?”



  Keep Your Situation in Perspective.



  I had the good fortune to be visibly reminded each week that there were many physical conditions worse than mine. My initial treatment/guidance required frequent visits to a rehabilitation facility. It was common on those visits to see people younger than me struggling with conditions visibly worse than mine.



  No, seeing someone else with a more severe problem did not remove my problem. That was not the point (and is not the point). The fact that someone has a bigger physical struggle than I have does not remove my physical struggle. The objective of seeing someone with a more severe problem than I have does not to enable me to say, “Oh, goody! My situation is bad, but it is not as bad as yours!”



  The objective is to develop perspective. The first “coping skill” people are tempted to develop is self-pity. Self-pity commonly validates itself (a) by delighting in someone else’s struggles or (b) by saying, “My total situation is worse than yours.” It is as though “my” situation has to be worse than “yours” or “my” situation is not real.



  Self-pity is not a coping skill! It is an evasion! The objective is not to minimize our struggle! The objective is to develop a perspective that avoids self-pity by realizing our situation could be worse. 



  Self-pity wants to believe that no one’s situation is as bad as mine. Self-pity is not our friend, but our enemy. Rarely, perhaps never, is our situation the world’s worst. All self-pity does is blind us to the reality of our blessings while “justifying” why we waste time and opportunity.



  When my immediate family lived near the equator, we saw people who endured a daily malaria headache. These people often had little or no access to medical help and did not own an aspirin (single). Most could afford nothing but continued headaches. The help I now have available to me is to most of those people unheard of—in their experience, if a leg cramps, it cramps!



  There is a vast difference between thankfulness for the treatment of symptoms and the “justification” of self-pity! One sees blessings; the other does not. One develops perspective; the other hides from perspective.



  To use time wisely, a person must have perspective.



  Accept That Your Struggle Serves A Purpose.



  I find explanation of this concept difficult.  The concept results from the previously discussed primary coping attitude, “Existence is about more than me.” In a real sense, life, to me, is not about me, but life is about everybody. People do not exist for my benefit. I exist to benefit people.



  We easily are consumed with fear. Have you considered how much of our resources are consumed by our fears? Everything from locks to insurance, from nightlights to surveillance cameras, from warnings on car dashboards to street lights, from door peepholes to guards, from police to prisons, from armies to bombs exists because of our fears. My point is not that any of this is unnecessary. My point is that much of life is consumed with the protection of self.



  We easily can reason from fear that nothing is more important than self. When we decide that nothing is more important than self, in difficult circumstances we invite self-pity to victimize us.



  An important key to (a) coping with fear and (b) refusing to be consumed with self-pity is to understand that our existence serves a bigger purpose than us. People resort to this understanding in a number of ways: “I exist for my grandkids’ future,” “I will serve in the military to protect my country,” or “I will do anything necessary to preserve freedom” are examples. In this understanding, a person will endure hardship or give life willingly to serve something “bigger than me.” That view does not look upon the loss of life as necessary to be significant, or see sacrifice as an impediment to the meaning of the person. The significance of the sacrifice is not measured in what the person gave, but in the significance of what demanded his or her sacrifice.



  As the person has fewer situations “bigger than me,” the person’s life becomes increasingly meaningless to anyone but self. The result is an existence which features a growing self-centeredness.



  Very few people escape all forms of adversity in the course of existence. Perhaps that is just another way of saying, “All of us will endure something, and most of us will endure several somethings.” For most, the issue will be “How will I endure the ‘somethings’ in my life?” Will I run from all adversity, seeking to escape in a sense of “me”? Or, will I find the courage to face inescapable adversity and define myself by that faith/courage? Will I face adversity, or will I seek to escape adversity? How do I define “unnecessary adversity” versus “necessary adversity”?



  The issue rarely will be “Can I escape adversity?” The issue for most of us is focused on how we react to adversity. The way we handle adversity when we live for something bigger than self and the way we handle adversity when we never live for anything bigger than self are obvious and different. In one, there is commitment to others. In the other, there is no commitment to others. 



  One of the most powerful ways to combat selfishness is to exist for something rightfully bigger than you. Exist for something focused in what you are rather than what you can do/give.



  Redefine Daily The “Feeling Good” Feeling.



  One of the most difficult and often one of the most frustrating questions I receive is “Are you getting better?” I am not frustrated because the person cares enough to ask. I am not frustrated because the person expresses concern or love for me. I understand that it is awkward for others who seek a way to encourage me. I understand that most people are genuinely concerned about my physical health. I also understand concern for me is just one of many concerns they have.



  Then why do I find that question difficult and often frustrating? To me, the answer is simple—because I do not know how to answer their question. I do not wish to appear unappreciative of their concern. I do not want to make the asker feel awkward. I do not wish to enter a long answer/explanation that likely would bore the most concerned person (I am likely to give the questioner more information than is wanted). How do you answer that question with those things in mind?



  I usually say something brief like “I am okay,” “I am still walking,” “I am managing,” or, “I’m still tapping along.” Yet, I am never sure that I answered the question or addressed the concern. I do not wish to create the impression that everything is okay, and I do not wish to tell people more than they wish to know.



  The bottom line is simple. My body is unhealthy and is slowly becoming unhealthier. All efforts I make are made to slow the physical deterioration down to a rate that is as slow as possible. Physically, things will never “get better.” My analogy is this: I am like a big bucket with a pinhole in the bottom. I wake up in the morning feeling like the bucket is full of water. Within less than a half-an-hour I know the bucket is not full. By mid-afternoon the bucket is empty. No matter how I feel in the morning, that happens every day.



  Our society is not accustomed to “not okay” and “will get worse.” In our culture it is not okay to get worse. We as a people have no way to handle getting worse. In our society, we approach everything with a “we will win” philosophy.



  Eliminate Temptation.


  From the time of diagnosis and explanation of diagnosis, I understood the point of knowing that there were some things I would never do again. I do not mean there were some activities that were questionable. I do not mean that there were some activities I would need to approach differently.  I mean there were some activities I knew I could not do and should not attempt to do.


  Perhaps the best way to explain is to illustrate. There were some things I was told immediately. (1) My stamina would decrease as my muscles lost the ability to coordinate with each other. (2) Falling must be prevented at all costs. A broken bone could become a catastrophe. (3) I should not sweat. (4) I needed to avoid activities that had a significant potential for inflicting injury. Thus, I could evaluate the potential for an activity posing harm to me by honestly considering those four things.



  I have referred to my love of the outdoors. I love to be in the woods in the fall. I especially enjoyed deer hunting. For me and my hunting buddy, that was often a spring, summer, and fall activity. We much enjoyed planting food plots, building and situating ladder stands, and cutting trails. In fact, actual hunting was often anticlimactic. Since the deer were commonly smarter than we were, we did more dreaming than shooting. My son-in-law, who does not kill anything, once said of me, “I did not know a person could hunt without killing anything.” No matter—I just liked being out and seeing. At times I would spend all day scouting in the late summer without eating.



  However, being in the woods requires stamina. It has abundant opportunities to fall, and I sweated a lot (after a cold morning turned into a warm midday). The potential for self-injury was ever present. I knew immediately that my days of going to the woods were over.



  I spent the better part of forty-five years assembling and honing my hunting gear. I studied, I dreamed, I saved, and I acquired. Yet, in less than a month from diagnosis, I sold and gave away what I had assembled for years.



  Why? Being in the woods was something I enjoyed so much that I knew I needed to eliminate temptation. I could not go to the woods if I had no gear. If I eliminated my gear, I eliminated decisions. If I eliminated decisions, I eliminated temptation. 



  Did I do this because I wanted to? No! I did it because I needed to. I am good at deceiving myself. I am good at saying to myself that I can when deep down I know I should not try. I am good at hanging on to “maybe” too long. Eliminate the problem by eliminating the gear. 



  Like it or not, I do not need to be my own enemy!



  



  


  Chapter 6



  Accepting What Cannot Be Changed


  Years ago something happened in my immediate family that made an unforgettable impression. I was in my teens. The last person in the older generation of relatives died. After we returned home from the funeral, my dad said (in a private moment), “We are next.” He was not speaking to me, though I was the only one present. It was more like he was talking out loud to himself. It was as though a sudden realization descended on him. As long as there was someone in the older generation to die, my dad was not next. Suddenly, he realized he and his generation just had become “the older generation” in the family. With one funeral, life made a huge shift—he and his generation were next.


  I do not choose to die now, but I will die. To pretend that I will not die usually means I will waste physical life and its opportunities by spending physical life in efforts to flee from physical death. That is a goal no one achieves! Neither pretense nor any form of effort or combination of efforts will prevent one’s physical death! The motivation to live physical life fully (not destructively) and the motivation to flee death are quite different.



  Our American society is geared to life. We value youth more than we value experience. To say to a 50-year-old, “You look 30!” always is considered a compliment. To say to someone, “Let me benefit from your wisdom” may not be considered a compliment. “Developed” societies at their highest levels seem more concerned about physical looks than wisdom. Often, those levels of society influence levels of society beneath them with a preoccupation on personal looks. In the job application process, it is as important to “look the part” as it is to have relevant experience.



  Do you realize how many industries in American society are based on (a) appearance and (b) the fear of death? In personal appearance, consider the amount of advertising push given to the “in” styles of clothing, scents, jewelry, and the presentation of self. In the fear of death industries, consider types of insurance, medicines, caskets, death vaults, funerals, burials, headstones, floral arrangements, wills, types of taxation, etc.



  Our society makes great efforts to protect people from the reality of physical death. Today’s American practices make it easy to separate people from dying. Hospice still encounters prejudice because its goal focuses on the way people die instead of death prevention. We used to butcher cows, slaughter hogs, and kill chickens. When a steak was grilled, a ham baked, or a chicken fried, everyone knew an animal had died to provide meat. Now meat of any kind comes from a display and is wrapped for presentation. Even if animals are raised, the animal is taken somewhere alive, and people return later to pick up packages of meat.



  Consider: how often do you visit a hospital to see a critically ill person? How often do you go to a nursing home? In a typical year, how many funerals do you attend? When did you last go to a cemetery? No, I am not seeking to be morbid. People should not do any of those things to be morbid. People do those things for two reasons: (a) to encourage the living, and (b) to remind themselves that physical death is real.



  A Redirection of Life



  My medical problem has redirected my life, with more redirection yet to come. For all of my adult life to 65 years of age, I spoke to people. I publicly spoke to people about life’s values and about the use of life. I spent a lot of time in one-on-one situations encouraging troubled persons and giving them insights. I visited hospitals and nursing homes frequently. I did premarital counseling and performed marriage ceremonies. I did funeral services and sought to help grieving people with grief adjustments. There were few life situations that I was not invited to help with.



  Now I do little of any of that. As I said previously, I teach a class only when other classes offer options. My voice and my energy level will not allow me to give guidance, insights, or counseling. My doctor asked me to not visit places such as hospitals, to reduce my exposure to possible infections. I would not attempt to do wedding ceremonies or funeral services now. While I wish to be of encouragement in any way I can be, there are many things I simply cannot do any more.



  Adjusting involves abandoning things I did often for years, and being alert to recognize things I can do. Basically that means I have a lot to learn. I find the age of 68 is not, for me, a good time to begin the learning process again. Given the preference, I would much rather hone the skills I used for years than learn new skills. However, I do not have that preference. The choice is between feeling sorry for myself or learning to do useful things. Sometimes the choice does not involve what you prefer, but what is.



  A Difficult Adjustment



  For me, a difficult adjustment has been the adjustment of focusing on me. I have spent much of my life doing for others. That was the nature of my work. Who is sick? Who needs encouragement? Who is making a life-changing decision? Who is struggling? My purpose was to represent God as accurately as possible. God commonly revealed Himself by doing. Thus, if I was to represent God, I needed to serve. The “doing” was not an attempt to “earn,” but an attempt to express appreciation to the God who has blessed me so much.



  Now I must ask myself, “Can I do that?” “Can I go there?” “Is this an evasion, an excuse, or a reality?” “If I try and fail, will I do more harm than good?”



  In the past I just did; I just acted when I saw need. Now I see needs I cannot respond to. In the past I just helped. Now I have to consciously go through a checklist of “I wonder if I should attempt that?” The irony is this: the more (at the moment) I “feel like it,” the more likely it often is that I should not make an attempt.



  For example, I used to enjoy helping “set up,” “take down,” and “put up.” Occasions of fellowship through eating with people provided many opportunities to meet people, to encourage, and to demonstrate God’s values. Now there is no physical strength to set up, take down, or put up. There is no voice to encourage or meet new people. Instead, I want to be invisible. “Can I eat that? What do I do when my food falls off my fork before I reach my mouth? Will I choke if I try to drink? Will I spill that?  What should I do if I sneeze—drip from the nose—drool? Will I fall if I try to sit down or get up? What should I do with my walking stick?” For me, going from assumed security to a focus on what can happen—and does—continues to be a huge personal adjustment.



  I refer to the problem as “the thin line.” There is a thin line between the possible and the impossible. I want to have the courage to do all I can do, but also I want to have the wisdom and judgment not to attempt the impossible. I want to try to do all I can do, but I do not wish foolishly to try to do things I should never attempt. To not try the possible is to give up and sit around feeling sorry for yourself. To foolishly attempt the impossible is to deny the reality of the situation. Thus, I wish to be a person of courage but not to have ridiculous expectations.



  However, there is a problem. Not only is there a thin line between the possible and the impossible, but the line periodically shifts—without warning! Let me give you some examples. At first it took little extra time to get dressed. Then it took 15 extra minutes. Tying shoes got harder, and small buttons have become more of a curse all the time. Sometimes tying a tie is difficult, and sometimes it is less difficult.



  Sometimes my right hip hurts significantly. Sometimes my back hurts continuously. Sometimes my right leg has pain, or I feel left arm muscles jumping (without permission or instruction). Each time a new episode occurs, I wonder if the situation is a permanent condition. Has the thin line moved again? So far the hip, or the back, or the arm stops its pain or abnormal function. The condition in any of them may occur for days; then it may disappear for days. Yet, every time I wonder if the line has moved again.



  The Challenge



  I am one of those persons who never planned on getting old or acting old. I also am one of those persons who recognized that state of mind and attitude contribute significantly to the aging process. There are those people who are “born old” and there are those people who remain “young at heart” regardless of their chronological age or their physical problems. For years I have by observation studied the aging process. There are some specific people I have known for years who have mentored me because of the ways they deal (or dealt) with aging.



  When I was diagnosed, I was 65. As I write, I am 68, rapidly heading toward 69. Being useful as I live has been and continues to be quite important to me. To me, usefulness primarily means two things: (a) representing God well, and (b) encouraging others.



  My dilemma is created by the relationship between my aging and my medical problem. When does something occur because I am getting older and my body is wearing out, and when does something occur because my cerebellum is shrinking? When should I say, “That is age!” and try? When should I say, “That is my medical problem!” and exercise the good judgment not to push it?



  Listening to many people who cope with the restrictions of aging, I doubt those are unusual questions. The people I know who are dealing with aging also deal with the reality of physical problems and bodies that are wearing out. The comparison is rarely to other aging people, but is rather to what “I used to do routinely without planning or noticeable effort.”



  This is not intended to be an effort to gain the reader’s sympathy for me or for others who are aging. The intent is to provide insight. To those who have physical problems, it is to say: (a) A person’s attitude powerfully affects the way the person looks at self and significantly influences the ways others see the person. (b) A positive attitude will not exist and be reflected because everything is as the person prefers. (c) A positive attitude exists primarily by the choice of the struggling person. The way we look at life is our choice.



  The insight for those who are not old (yet) and (at the moment) have no physical problems: (a) It may be difficult to impossible for you in your situation to understand the struggles of older people with physical problems. (b) It is easy to say, “Why don’t   they . . .?” It is difficult to know how much courage the older person reveals as the person struggles with his or her attitude. (c) Treat others as you wish to be treated when you are older and struggle with problems.



  To everyone, recognize that neither pity parties thrown for self nor judgment by others solves anything.



  



  


  Chapter 7



  That Is All For Now!


  That is all I have to write for now. I realize major adjustments lie ahead. Some of them I can see from here—the inability to walk, full retirement, no longer driving, the loss of independence, etc. I know these major adjustments are coming—things that took virtually no effort when I was 67 now take determined effort.


  Continually, I must approach my life with a new mindset. All my past life I thought in terms of “making things better.” “Too heavy? Lose weight!” “Too tired? Look ahead to periods of refreshing!” “Problems? Recognize the cause and address it!”



  Now there is no “better” to be achieved. Instead of improving my situation, I must lose to the situation as slowly as possible. Not expecting to make things better is an entirely new way to approach life for me.



  These early chapters are what I anticipate to be Part I. I fully anticipate I will have opportunity to write additional chapters when (a) I make additional adjustments and (b) I have new experiences to write about.



  So . . . that is all I have to say for now.


  Section Two (2006)


  


  Chapter 8


  Grief Becomes Frustration



  As I begin this section (Part 2) and this chapter, it has been about a year since I have written in this book about my journey with spinal cerebellum atrophy # 8. I suspect, for a number of reasons to be disclosed, that this will be a major year of transition. It is now nearly four months until I retire, and I am sure that will be one of the major transitions.


  Allow me to begin this section by observing what I call the “phases” I have thus far experienced. These are stages I have identified in my transition.



  Phase I: Shock



  When I finally accepted the reality of my diagnosis, I went through a brief period of wondering, “How did this happen to me? What did I do incorrectly? How could I have prevented this from happening?” While I definitely experienced a period of shock, for me this was a brief period. It ended when I accepted the “trueness” of the diagnosis. I realized the “how” mattered only to me—it only was a curiosity factor, not a solution. In my case, how the problem started is not significant; what the problem means to my life is quite significant. I have little to no idea of how visible this period was, but I think it likely was more personal than obvious to others.



  Phase II: Grief



  My health problem required many immediate adjustments. There were a number of things I had to face immediately if I was to begin making my adjustments. The only responsible way to accept the adjustments was to begin by eliminating temptations. (a) Entering denial or (b) encouraging procrastination would not be helpful. If I entered denial or procrastinated, it would be too easy to say to myself, “I do not really have that problem!” or “I will deal with that circumstance later when situations demand it by becoming bad!” If I adopted either approach, in many circumstances, a “slow decline” would become impossible—the situation would exist before a “slow decline” could be invoked.



  The object is to make the “bad conditions” arrive as slowly as possible. To do nothing or to do things that aggravated the condition only would hasten the “bad conditions.” In no way would denial or procrastination be helpful! Denial and procrastination might make me temporarily feel better through a hurtful pretense, but these forces quickly would end in disaster and depression.



  This phase was highly visible. Routines had to be changed. Some efforts had to cease. Equipment (such as outdoor gear) needed to be disposed of as quickly as possible. As this was done, it forced others close to me (in some instances buddies in an activity) to accept the reality of my situation. At times, they shared the grief of the situation. Sometimes their comments made the ordeal more difficult, and sometimes their comments were powerfully encouraging. Always they intended to be helpful.



  Perhaps I should add that a person’s adjustments do not occur in a vacuum. A person’s difficult adjustments touch the lives of all who care about the person. As the troubled person adjusts to his/her situation, those involved in his/her life are also accepting or denying, or processing, or determining the meaning of the troubled person’s new reality.



  The new reality affects the lives of those who care about the person, not just the person.



  It is easy for the new reality to make the person extremely selfish. It is easy to think only of “me,” “what I must face,” and “what I must sacrifice.” It is convenient to say (at least to self) regarding the concern of others, “You cannot possibly imagine what I am going through!”



  Whether the situation is fair or not is not the issue (it seldom is).  The person with the problem must realize that more people are involved than just the person with the problem. The irony is this: The more the person helps others adjust to his/her problem, the more the person adjusts to his/her problem. Just one example: it is much easier to help someone with a good attitude than someone who is selfish. 



  Have a good attitude! Always recognize that your attitude is your choice! Daily, begin your thinking by (a) seeing your blessings and (b) thinking about others, not by feeling sorry for yourself. There will be more than enough time to think about you! Circumstances always will make you think about you. You need a context for your thoughts. It is invaluable to say, “That may be true, but I also need to consider this.”



  Phase III: Frustration



  While the grief phase often requires adjustments that are obvious to others, the frustration phase commonly involves changes noticeable only to the person who experiences the primary problem. If the person is successful in avoiding selfishness and constant complaining, he/she commonly endures personal frustration silently. Likely, only a spouse or someone very close to the person will witness the frustration. This is my current phase.



  Again, this is better illustrated than explained. For me, those things include things such as parting your hair, grasping a towel, picking up things from a smooth surface, putting the key in the vehicle ignition, screwing a screw, tying a tie, various procedures when dressing, buttoning buttons, holding more than one thing in one of your hands, setting down anything tall and cylindrical, using a fork, sitting down, getting up, pouring into a glass, etc. The frustration comes because “the thing” was something done without thought, concentration, or attentiveness in the past—you just did it! It can still be done, but it has to be a deliberate, thought out, intentional act that often requires more time than was required in the past.



  I sometimes describe what is happening by saying, “It is like enduring the aging process when the process is stuck in fast forward.” Joyce often seeks to encourage me by noting that people she knows “experience that” or “can’t do that.” That is true! However, I do not think in those terms. (1) I used to do that without thinking about doing it. (2) Now I think, am deliberate, take my time, and still have significant difficulty. To me, the struggle is not improved by a comparison to others. It is a simple task I did five years ago without thought, and it now requires a lot of thought.



  Additional Considerations in Phase III



  In this phase, I become increasingly visual. By that, I mean it helps to see it in order to do it. I never set something down unless I watch myself do it. If I do not watch, sometimes I think I set it down when I did not. Turning over a glass or cup makes me feel incredibly stupid!



  Other illustrations: I look in a mirror (when possible) to button buttons. I find the ignition with my eyes and watch myself insert the key. I watch myself pick something up—and still occasionally fail to grasp it. Rarely can I tie a tie correctly on the first try even though I watch. Keeping a screwdriver in a screw slot is almost impossible. It is extremely difficult to hold two things at once in the same hand. Usually as I fail to accomplish something, my frustration grows. 



  I am learning not to attempt something I cannot do, but I am not there yet. Also, I am trying to learn to quit when it becomes obvious to me that I cannot do something, but I am not there yet. I am stubborn—that is sometimes helpful, sometimes not. The area separating stopping an effort and being content to be helpless is a small area. It takes wisdom to distinguish between the two.



  In this phase certain fears are exaggerated. For example, my fear of heights grows and grows. In times past, I lived in an old house with a steep roof. On numerous occasions, I sat on the crown of the roof while I worked on the chimney. I did not enjoy it, but I did it. I painted the exterior which required me to extend myself as far as I could on a ladder. I did not enjoy the experience, but I could do it. Now, twelve inches off the ground is a huge distance which makes me feel quite insecure. 



  I would not dare go into our attic—nor would Joyce let me try. A few years ago we visited the southern rim of the Grand Canyon. I could not go to an observation point unless there was a rail! Now to observe someone walking near any edge is more than I can endure!



  Nothing has changed but me!



  In years past, I thought nothing of taking a manageable risk. I was quite task oriented. Often I enjoyed a reasonable challenge. There was a sense of validation in meeting a demanding need.



  Then meeting such needs entered a period of considerable thought and planning. I do not mean I would not attempt something that involved risk. I mean I would understand the task (know the need), think about how I would meet the need, and plan in detail what I would do and how I would do it. Only by going through this process would I accept the risk and the challenge.



  Now no risk challenges me. Risk is to be avoided! The sense of personal validation is gone. Need does not provide motivation. Were I to try to do something risky, three things would occur quickly.



  First, I would be overwhelmed with a realization of physical weakness. A voice within would look unfavorably upon my attempt, and shout, “You know you are not strong enough to do that!” 



  Second, a skills evaluation would begin automatically. That same voice would ask, “If you happen to be strong enough to do it, do you possess the skill and coordination to do it?” 



  Then, third, the voice which now has my full attention would ask, “Have you considered what might happen to you? Have you visualized the physical consequences?” 



  With these three internal reactions, I become so focused on failure and pain that I forget the external need. I look with such attention on me that I completely lose any focus on need. What used to be “doable” is transformed into “impossible.” Yet, in many ways, it is the same physical me.



  Why does this physically happen? Is it merely negative visualization? Is it just the loss of confidence? Is it real changes that occurred to make the formerly “possible” the present “impossible?” 



  I do not know what happened! However, I know two things. (a) To me, the change is real, and (b) I have not yet been exposed to a motivation that would override that reality. Frustrating? Yes! Real to me? Yes!



  Bottom Line



  Everyone has limitations. Know and respect your real limitations. As much as possible, understand the causes of your limitations. Understand that respecting genuine limitations should be your friend, not your enemy. You have nothing to prove. You are no less a valuable person for refusing to try to do what you cannot do. All you have to gain from seeking to do the impossible for you is hurt to yourself. Such hurt complicates life instead of simplifying life.


  


  Chapter 9



  A Good Day/A Bad Day



  There is a constant struggle for me as I produce this writing. It is my desire to make what I write as real as possible. I have little to no trouble in the challenges of sharing personal information. I do not have a particular picture I wish to paint of myself. (I have moments of struggle and moments of what I regard as success.) The overall objective of my writing is to produce something that is helpful or encouraging to others, to provide some type of useful context for others who face unexpected ordeals.



  Ranting and raving is a negative, not a plus. So is screaming “Unfair!” or feeling sorry for yourself, or living in the past, or being overcome with anxiety about the future, or thinking up and dwelling on scenarios of “what if this happens.” Any or all of that easily can happen, but none of those change the primary condition a person faces. In fact, all of those rather common reactions complicate the consequences of the primary problem.



  How do those reactions produce complicating consequences? Each is a drain on the person’s energies. Any effort expended on those reactions is energy the person no longer has to devote to the one critical issue. The one critical issue is this: “Who do I wish to be as I endure the struggle of my situation?”



  I find there is a distinct difference between what I know intellectually and what I feel emotionally. Intellectually I know I cannot and will not defeat my struggle with spinal cerebellum atrophy # 8. Not only do I know intellectually that I cannot beat it, but I can rationally discuss that reality, factually analyze what I experience, and matter-of-factly explain what that means to my future.



  At the same time, there are definitely moments when my responses are quite emotional. My emotions say, “You will beat this! You will win!” as my intellect says, “You are fooling yourself! There is no way you will or can win!” 



  For example, my emotions relentlessly force me to the gym about 6:20 a.m. five days a week because “this will help you beat your problem!” My intellect is confined to a small voice in a dark corner of my brain. It agrees, “This is good. However, going to the gym affects only the timetable, not the outcome.”



  When I had to stop walking on the track to avoid serious problems produced by a decline in balance, my reaction was more an emotional response than an intellectual response. Why? Walking on the track was evidence that I was winning (so my emotions thought)—suddenly I was not improving my situation. 



  When, in the gym, it is necessary to reduce a resistance weight because a muscle cannot cooperate any longer, my reaction is more emotional than intellectual. Why? I am not beating my problem! 



  When, in the gym, I must stop using a machine because the machine puts a stress on my body it can no longer endure, my reaction is emotional instead of intellectual. Why? The problem is winning!



  “How can you react that way when you ‘intellectually’ know you cannot win?” Why? My emotions never stop saying (yet), “You will win!” My intellect knows and accepts that I cannot win, but—so far—my emotions are louder than my intellect. 



  Will that change? Yes! When? I have no idea—yet, I know it will happen. How will I react when that moment comes? That is a truly interesting question! That is why I must never forget who I wish to be!



  A Bad Day



  In less than two weeks, three unrelated things happened—my left ear stopped working, my hips made it difficult to walk, and my right shoulder made it painful to lift anything.



  One afternoon about 3 p.m., as I sat at my computer writing, my left ear stopped working. It happened very suddenly—instantly without any warning. It closed as if a wax plug had shut it down. Internal pressure dramatically escalated, and the ear ringing more than doubled. (Since my late 20s, both my ears ring 24 hours a day every day.) This ringing in my left ear seemed as if it was bouncing off the inside of my skull and vibrating more and more as it bounced. I could hear almost nothing because the internal sound was so loud.



  Hoping against hope, I went home and treated my ear as though it was a wax build-up problem (yes, I had earwax problems previously). The pressure “equalized” before any treatment. The treatment yielded no indication of earwax. Later, the ear popped. Gradually my hearing returned. The ringing reduced, but it has not even now returned to the “before the problem” level.



  A few days later, I could hardly walk. Suddenly, both hips were quite sore. I am thrilled I have a private office, and no one observed me standing. Standing was a slow upward unfolding. It was a long process to go from being seated to standing erect. 



  The process was not over once I was erect! Once I was standing erect, I did not dare take a step until my body said it was okay to walk. I quickly learned I better have my walking stick in hand because the first steps were more like stumbling than walking. If I walked about 10 yards, my walking gait became normal for me. The hips were still sore, but the walking was okay. My slowness became even slower.



  Then, as suddenly as the problem came, it left. My hips were not even sore! It was as if I never had the problem!



  Today, the problem has suddenly reappeared—even more severe—in my left hip only. Thus far today, I cannot “walk it off.” There (as always) is no pain as I sit, but there is significant pain if I get up and when I walk.



  A few days ago, my right shoulder began having severe pain in the joint between the arm and the shoulder. At first I feared it might be the return of a shoulder problem I had surgically corrected years ago. However, the pain is different in a different location. I could use my arm, but movement hurt. Then the pain moved from my shoulder joint to my bicep. Then it moved from my bicep to my shoulder blade. At times it would be in my bicep and my shoulder blade both. 



  Though the pain has much improved, it has never completely left. There is only one forward motion that “catches” now. The situation is much improved.



  A bad day now is one when some muscle or joint problem suddenly appears. There is no discernable cause. There is no recognizable irritating situation. The condition just comes suddenly, unexpectedly, and without explanation. There is no reason for the problem—it literally just happens!



  A Good Day



  A good day is simply a day when the unexpected does not happen. All the muscles and joints work as they have worked. The prior conditions have lifted, the pain has gone, and I can act as if nothing is wrong. The restrictions are still in place, but within the restrictions all is well.



  On a good day, I am not distracted by some unexpected condition. I cannot (and do not want to) do anything dumb.  I feel okay, and I do not have to seek to mask my feelings to others. As Joyce says, I do not go around frowning. To me, okay is wonderful!



  My Dilemma



  There are certain things in my future that are never far from my conscious awareness. To me it is a “no brainer” that there are lots of doctor’s visits in my future. To me it is also a “no brainer” that there is a lot of pain medication in my future.



  I like both of my doctors very much. My visits to each thus far have been an enjoyable experience. However, I have no desire to spend more time in their offices unless my visit is truly necessary. Each of them is involved with enough as they minister to others. They do not need for me to come and complain about a situation they cannot “fix”—especially if it is a condition that will disappear in a few days.



  I do not like pain. I also dislike the “out of it” feeling that comes with many pain medications. I put off “over the counter” pain medications as much as possible because I do not wish to desensitize my body to the pain-killing effect of those medications. For that reason I will endure pain until I cannot endure it any longer. I am no martyr! However, I also need to help myself when I can. For me, there is no “ideal situation.” I seek to accept and live with that reality.



  The Challenge



  My situation occurring as it does, how do I determine when I need to go to the doctor or need to take additional medication? How can I tell if the occurring problem is a new medical situation that needs to be revealed to a doctor promptly for diagnosis and treatment? How do I know I am not just being stupidly stubborn, condemning myself to unnecessary pain? The answer to all four questions is the same answer: I do not and cannot know!



  That is my present challenge! I have no desire to neglect a condition that needs diagnosis and treatment. Equally, I have no desire to report a situation that does not need to be reported. 



  At the present, I follow a “wait and see” philosophy. If some new situation suddenly occurs, I wait a couple of days to see if the condition just as suddenly disappears. Thus far, the condition has. I hope that I have the good judgment in the future not to wait too long. 



  Thus far, no one can advise me in how to distinguish between a situation that needs attention and a situation that does not. I personally, at this moment, would find it very discouraging to hear “I understand. I am sorry, but it is part of the primary problem. There is nothing anyone can do.” I am not ready to begin using the electric wheelchair in my office!


  


  Chapter 10



  A "Routine" Person



  In the past, I was a person who enjoyed multi-tasking. I enjoyed the challenges of multi-tasking. Having several things going at once was not a distraction. I could start a task, of necessity stop it, and pick the task up “where I left it off” without having to engage in a review of what I had done. That was not something I had learned. It was “just the way you should do things.” For a long time I did not realize that many did not do things that way.



  For example, I would begin writing a book “as I had time.” Of necessity, writing a book was a stop-and-go project for me. Only if I did not write on the manuscript for several months would it be necessary to review what I had done. If the “not being able to write interval” was only a matter of days, I found it simple to begin writing where I had stopped. The thought I was writing would come back with very little reflection.



  Because of this ability, I always did several things in the same time period. Numerous times I would be asked, “How do you do that?” or “Teach me how to do that.” To me, it was not something to be taught—a person just did it. It was these inquiries that made me realize that many did not “just do it."



  The Importance of Routine



  How things have changed! The person who enjoyed multi-tasking now has a “one track” mind. Now, to have several things going at the same time is a distraction to me. While a project’s finish always has been important to me, now I usually do not work on a project unless I “can see” that I have time to complete it. Whereas before I did not need to know the completion date, now my motto is “start-continue-finish.” I must complete one project before beginning another.



  If I do not follow a routine, I become frustrated and unproductive. In the past, a project would be completed, but it could wait or be stopped as necessary. Now one project must be completed before I go to another. Adherence to routine increases my productivity and makes good utilization of my time.



  Now I wonder how I did what was in my past “normal” for me. For certain, I cannot do it now! I cannot do what I “just did” before. Would you believe now I would be one of those persons who asked, “How do you do that?”



  That is one of the reasons that this writing is such a challenge. I must wait until the unknown happens before I write. Of necessity that means this must be a stop-and-go project with no specific completion date in my mind. That is not how I write now! 



  I had to read Section I twice before beginning Section II. I had to complete a revision of the first three chapters of Section I before beginning Section II because I did not like how those three chapters “fit together.” In the past, I would have continued writing and “fit” the chapters together after I finished writing.



  I simply could not do it as I did it in the past!



  My Present Routine



  In the past, my schedule determined what I did and when I did it. When the unexpected happened (and the unexpected often occurred!), I just absorbed the unexpected, met the unscheduled situation, and continued my work. It was not unusual for me to work thirteen-hour days. Rarely did I fail to work three to four hours after supper.



  Now I truly regret that I did not take more time to be involved in my children’s lives and more time to help Joyce. The “why” is a long story. The very condensed version: I knew much more about how to work than I knew about the “hows” of being a good parent. I do not mean I did not try, but how one tries is often critically important.



  Now I am genuinely a morning person. Every day but Saturday, my morning begins at 5:45. Monday through Friday, I am at the gym by 6:20 a.m.. I work out for about 40-55 minutes, and return home to prepare for work. I try to arrive at my office around 9:00 a.m. Now, my most productive work time is from arrival to noon.



  I try to take part of my lunch hour to rest in a recliner. I typically work until about 3:30 or 4:00 p.m. Now, when I go home I am exhausted. All I have to do to go to sleep is to sit down. My evenings tend to be totally unproductive.



  Mondays I am driven to write my bulletin article. Tuesdays I teach a men’s class. Wednesday evenings I teach a congregational class. Friday afternoon is errands time. Most of the rest of the time I write—articles, study lessons, books, etc.



  The use of my time has changed radically since my diagnosis. Not being able to project has greatly reduced the time I used to spend in public speaking (which included preparation to speak). I no longer make guidance appointments—people who are unaccustomed to my voice strain to understand me, and trying to communicate verbally exhausts me. For obvious reasons, there are no premarital guidance sessions, no weddings, no funerals, no grief adjustment sessions, and no “addressing a personal problem or a relationship” sessions. With a weakened resistance, because of potential exposure to germs and viruses, I no longer visit hospitals and nursing homes.



  I have been a “people person” all of my life. I enjoy associating with people. I enjoy helping people. People who share my values are a source of blessing to me in so many ways. A huge adjustment for me expresses itself in the numerous ways I continually withdraw from people.



  It has become obvious to me that, when I retire, I must establish a routine, I must adhere to that routine, and that routine must include association with people.



  Why Do You Withdraw?



  At this point, there are several reasons for my withdrawing. Before I enumerate them, may I stress that they are all the result of personal trends, not because anyone makes me feel uncomfortable or unwanted. People continue to be quite kind to me. What I share has to do with how I feel, and not how I am treated by others.



  I am within four months of being 70. I do not feel like I am 70, and I am often told I do not look like I am 70. When I told my neurologist that I was retiring, she looked at me with a puzzled expression, asked me if I was old enough to retire, and looked at my file to confirm my age. At the same time, I walk like I am 80. Look at me sitting, not walking!



  The first reason for withdrawing that I would list is necessity. Before my basic problem manifested itself, I was an outgoing person. I much enjoyed being a part of conversations, learning from verbal sharing, exchanging insights, and laughing with others. Being with people added to being alive and provided me with valuable insights. I truly enjoyed relating to and connecting with people who were unlike me. 



  After my basic problem manifested itself, I increasingly could not do what I did verbally. Joyce was the first to recognize the change. Long ago I heard her say (after my diagnosis) that she was not prepared for me to become such a quiet person. I increasingly found it difficult to “normally” be a part of conversations. Increasingly, people had to strain to understand what I said. All my sense of speaking rhythm and conversational timing disappeared—my focus had to be almost 100% on saying what I wanted to say. I feel like what I say often is more of an interruption than a contribution.



  The second reason I would list is self-consciousness. I did not and do not like to call attention to myself. I continually increase in a conscious desire not to do that. I “second guess” what I say a lot. I often think again about something I said. It is not unusual for me to say silently to myself, “You should not have said that! You need to just keep your mouth shut!” 



  The consequence of that kind of thinking is that I talk less and less. When this consequence is combined with another situation, silence becomes a self-imposed mandate. Earlier I said I enjoyed understanding people and being relevant to people and situations. As the problem grows, I feel less and less relevant. Now I struggle conversationally with talking and with wondering if what I say should be said.



  The third reason would be what I would call embarrassment. Increasingly the problem makes (to me) a striking separation between my body and “the me” who lives in the body. In the past, my body and “me” formed a unit that functioned in cooperation with each other. That is no longer the situation. My body now has a “mind of its own.” To make the situation worse, I rarely know what the body is going to do until it has done it.



  Consider some examples. I rarely eat anything that my nose does not start running a clear, watery liquid. Since getting my handkerchief is not a quick, smooth motion, what should I do? When I chew, occasionally I think my lips are closed when they are not. More than once, chewed food has fallen from my mouth. If I put too much liquid in my mouth (which in the past was not an excessive amount), I begin coughing violently. There are times I choke for no discernable reason. 



  Those situations produce numerous consequences. If I am in a group, I am extremely self-conscious. Success is not being full and enjoying the food. Success is not dropping food from my mouth, not calling attention to my nose, not coughing, and not choking.



  If I have a choice, I usually eat alone rather than in a group. I do not wish to embarrass myself. Nor do I wish to cause others to be embarrassed. While I likely would enjoy being with the group, the joy I would experience is not worth the risk of creating an embarrassing situation.



  The overall result is there must be a routine even in eating—how much you put in your mouth, when do you drink, conversation and eating, etc. Once I learn the routine, I do not dare run the risk of not observing the routine regardless of the situation. If I do not observe the routine, I risk the consequences—always. The problems do not ignore the situations!



  The Result



  Everything from getting dressed to eating involves a routine. Nothing makes the routine unnecessary. Spontaneous actions are history. Everything from being on vacation to daily life must respect the routine. No matter how wearisome following the routine becomes, the routine is essential. Remember the routine, or endure the consequences.


  


  Chapter 11



  An Introduction To A New Form Of Fear



  I am quite aware that many of the things I share can relate to other causes such as aging. Again, allow me to say that one of the problems for me is distinguishing between the problems created by my condition and the problems created by aging. I never understand what is caused by age and what is caused by the problem.



  An illustration: In the early period of my diagnosis, my neurologist learned my history. She said to me, “Were it not for your problem, you could live to be 150.” That was given as, and I understood it as, a personal encouragement. It was a statement of appreciation for my past lifestyle. She wanted me to understand clearly that what was happening was not “my fault”—she wanted me to understand that if I had done differently, the problem still would have happened.



  The deterioration has occurred at a rate much slower than expected. I have reason to believe I was expected to be confined to a wheelchair much earlier than now. After diagnosis, the decline was fast, dramatic, and obvious. After the modest improvement, the decline was slow, steady, and truly unremarkable.



  If I add those two together (the doctor’s remark and the slow decline), emotionally I easily could expect an improvement that totally eradicated my symptoms. Intellectually, I knew that could not happen, but emotionally there were moments I told myself that recovery must happen. The upside is the kind of thinking that motivated (and motivates) me to try. The downside is the type of thinking that committed (and commits) me to a continual process of adjustment. No matter how hard I try, physical deterioration occurs and adjustments must be made. Personal protests and desires actually produce little change!



  Fear and My Past



  I have been in some unusual situations. Let me cite two. When we did mission work in West Africa, occasionally a group of us would trek to an interior village called Mafacco. There (at that time) was no road of any kind to the village. A sizable congregation was there. The people of the village were miles from any medical help. Because of that combination, we occasionally would go to the village to teach and to conduct a medical clinic.



  On one such trip, while we were walking back to the “drop off” point, one of my knees stopped working. While progress was slow and painful, it never occurred to me to be afraid, though there were several miles of jungle walking left before me. To me, it was an inconvenience, not a terrifying situation. As far as I was concerned, I would return—without question!



  In the early 1990’s, Joyce and I (by invitation) went to Kaliningrad, Russia to teach religiously in a university. We were allowed to pass by car from Poland into Russia at a military checkpoint. Days later, we returned to the border to re-enter Poland. The border was closed with no assurance of when it would reopen.



  When we returned to Kaliningrad, it was as if we did not exist. Without official permission, the hotel we previously stayed in would not give us a room or sell us a meal.  It was as if it were our fault for not crossing the border.



  The only choice we had the next day was to return to the border and wait all day. That was a surreal experience! It seemed as if we were on a movie set—machine gun towers, the middle of nowhere, the 50 yard clear-cut strip, no houses, the electrified fence, the border gates, etc. With confidence in our translator and his wife (Christians), it never occurred to us to be afraid—we could be patient enough to do what must be done.



  Those two examples are cited for one reason: Unusual circumstances did not provoke fear responses. Instead, unusual circumstances became a challenge that turned into patience and perseverance.



  The New Fear



  There were a few things that I found unimaginable. I never wanted to experience the unimaginable. I only wished to prevent the unimaginable, and I was certain that would be simple to do. For example, being unable to communicate naturally was unimaginable. In the unimaginable category would be dependence, the need to totally rely on others, the inability to decide what is best for me, the inability to do the things I enjoy, being confined to a wheelchair, being confined to a house, etc. I am sure most of the unimaginable could be reduced to the loss of any sense of independence.



  What I thought would be easily preventable is rapidly becoming my reality. Communication is becoming more difficult—even a keyboard is becoming more of a challenge as my coordination gets progressively worse. Any distraction can frustrate an effort—driving requires total concentration as I look only at the road. Weakness plagues any effort—I am not sure I could lift and mount or lower and dismount an electric wheelchair now. Though I enjoy helping others, already I must be helped. Already I have given up most outside things. I must concentrate on everything I do. I am benefitted if I “think ahead.”



  The new kind of fear generally projects in vivid terms the consequences of failing to act vigilantly. Slowly but surely my intellectual voice is drowning out my emotional voice.  Things are not and will not get better. The objective is changing. “Do not let yourself slip into the self-pity of depression. Be patient enough to see your options as the inevitable occurs.”



  Times of Reflection



  I share the following with hesitation. I genuinely hope I am not misunderstood.



  An unquestionable facing of mortality totally changes meaning when a person (1) knows he is physically diminishing, (2) understands his mistakes as never before, (3) realizes his options are extremely limited, and (4) knows in absolute terms life cannot be lived again. What is IS, and shall remain as it is.



  Joyce and I lived and worked in Oxford, Mississippi for just over 22 years during an extremely important period of our lives. There I experienced personal successes and relationships that are very much a part of who I am now. Our youngest child, Anita, did all of her 12 years of pre-college education there—that is unusual for a person in a preacher’s family. Leaving that congregation definitely involved sacrifices for my entire family. However, specific evidences convinced me (and still do) that it was a wise choice for us and the congregation. That does not mean I love those people any less for the countless ways they blessed all of us.



  I came to the West-Ark congregation in Fort Smith because I was convinced I had a basis of experience and a skill set that would benefit the congregation in specific ways. We came because we thought it a wise choice, and I still do. Joyce and I have been blessed by the West-Ark congregation and the people in the area in too many ways for me to enumerate.



  In coming, I canceled over 20 speaking appointments. In the last decade at Oxford, Joyce and I made trips to and were a part of the church work in Canada, Germany, Poland, and Russia. I clearly understood that speaking appointments and foreign work would end if we came to West-Ark. I thought I might revive those experiences when I retired. The physical limitations that are now a part of my existence were then unthinkable.



  Now—at times—I cannot help but wonder what such experiences would have contributed to who I am and the people I may have touched. That is not to express discontent with my life or the blessings and benefits I know and have known. It is given only to illustrate the new fear—the “second guessing” of what you did and the choices you made. For me, “second guessing” is a new experience that had not previously been a part of my life.



  The New Fear Is an Ever-Present Reality



  The situation seeks to train me to live in fear. The pressure to live in fear is relentless. It seeks to do that by orienting me to be a consequence-focused person constantly in everything. It would be convenient to live a consequence-focused life every day. An inner voice constantly warns, “You better not do that!” Rarely is this inner voice silent—it has a “do not” opinion on everything!



  Maybe your response is “Big deal! So just listen to the voice! It just does not want you to be injured.” To me, there is a significant problem with that type of thinking. The problem: That thinking results in a person retreating from life. Existence becomes a continual enduring, a continual “self focus,” and never an experiencing. It becomes a matter of being content to say, “I am alive,” and never to say, “My life is about . . .”



  It would be easy to say, “I better not walk—I might fall. I better not drive—others get nervous. I better not eat—I might get choked. I better not travel—there might not be a convenient restroom. I better not be around people—I might catch something.” Or, “I better not try—who can predict the outcome? Do not do that—you never know what might happen! Do nothing—everybody will understand!”



  If I surrender to those perspectives, my life is over, my usefulness is over, and I will become increasingly self-centered. To me, physically existing without a purpose would be depressing. While I am quite aware that what I can and cannot do has to be constantly redefined, serving no purpose is not an option for me. Doing what I can do always will be important.



  My constant challenge will be to distinguish between the doable and the foolish. That is not a one-time decision to be made for all my future. It will have to be remade each time my physical situation changes.



  I must not live in the past. What I could do in the past and how much I enjoyed doing it are not relevant to what is doable now. If I live in the past, I spend too much time regretting what I no longer can do, and too little time doing what is possible. The key is learning what I can do, and enjoying what I can do. A central understanding: This decision is a choice. I can choose to spend my time feeling sorry about what I cannot do, or I can spend my time discovering what I can do and doing it.



  Another narrow line!  The line between the courage to do the doable and effort expended in the foolish is a narrow line. Right now, my choice is to not let my existence be ruled and determined by fear. May I have the wisdom not to act foolishly!


  


  Chapter 12



  Second Guessing



  These days my physical condition is changing faster than it has previously. For example, for the first time, I am hurting at two unrelated sites at the same time. My lower back began hurting late yesterday, and my right shoulder continues to hurt. That combination pretty much causes some pain when there is any major bodily movement! Much of the past since my diagnosis has been pain free.



  There are lots of results that are a reaction to my new circumstance. As an illustration, I could not do as much in the gym this morning as I usually do. If a muscle or joint “talks to me” in the language of pain, I do not “push” that muscle or joint by demanding it to function so the rest of the body can get exercise. If I experience pain, I go into rehab mode almost automatically—reduce the resistance, limit the repetitions, or (if the pain cannot be eliminated in those ways) stop the exercise altogether. If necessary, I return to ground zero, and seek to build back slowly.



  I often laugh at myself. My exercise routine would be a minimum “warm-up” for someone who was into serious toning or muscle building. Each time as I return to the gym, I think the exercise machines say, “What? You again?” and laugh at me when I leave. My goal is simple—keep my body functioning as long as possible. “Do not stop until you have no other choice. Just because your brain is shrinking does not mean you have to encourage your muscular system to ‘shrink.’” Yes, I know the undesired will happen. However, I do not have to help the undesirable come more quickly than is necessary.



  I have nothing to prove. I leave what is left of my ego at the gym door. Thus far, my only concession to myself is that I do not take my walking stick into the exercise area.  However, I am slow, follow a routine, am deliberate in my actions, and touch machines I do not use (right now, balance is the primary issue). Basically, my hope now is that if I do not treat myself as an invalid that I will not act as an invalid.



  I am delighted that there is not a hidden camera in my office. A good comic clip could be made from filming my movements! Everything is a slow (and often not the natural) process of movement. 



  One of the bigger adjustments I continue to make is based on a huge, continuing urge to apologize. The motivation is not to elicit sympathy or encouraging comments. My desire to apologize is based on the awareness of the many years that I did much and was helpfully involved, and the little I can do now. There are days I feel totally unproductive, a liability instead of an asset.



  My Introduction to New Realities



  I already have acknowledged my introduction to “second guessing” myself. There are some things I never “second guess” and I do not ever anticipate I will “second guess.” Prominently among them are my marriage, my wife, and my children. 



  I am delighted that I have been married for almost 50 years to Joyce. In my life, I see no advantage to my not being married. In fact, my life is (and has been) immeasurably blessed by my marriage. There are things I understand through marriage that I could not understand without marriage.



  I cannot imagine being married to anyone but Joyce. We often have laughed together as we wonder how two country persons exposed to so little of the world found each other, and experienced a world they did not know existed until after they married. In our unusual life, we have grown closer to each other rather than further apart. Her understanding of me overwhelms me. I never stop being grateful for the many ways in which she blesses my life.



  I never stop being grateful for all three of our children. I do not remember ever regarding any one of them as a “mistake.” I doubt that any of them understand how much they each bless my life. I wish I were closer to them and more in touch with their lives. It also is easy for the grandpa to come out in me. 



  However, Joyce and I formed an independent team who did independent things. We taught our children that an abundance of distance is no commentary on the love held. As we are reminded occasionally, “You two took your children to Africa when they were small, and we are not that far from you.” I have no doubt that if we needed any or all of them, they each would immediately respond. We taught them to be independent by being independent ourselves. 



  It is my self-centered wishes and not their love that motivates my desire to be closer to them. Yet, I know they could not be who they are (nor could I be who I am) if they did not live their own lives in circumstances they chose as best for themselves.



  Thus far, my “second guessing” deals only with past personal choices and what I consider to be personal mistakes. It primarily involves “I wish I had acted differently in that situation,” or “I wish I had not said that in those particular circumstances.” Primarily, “second guessing” in my life is about an action I took or words I said, not about a relationship. It basically is about me, not people I knew (know) or relationships we formed (form).



  I understand that no one lives a “perfect” life—that is not possible. If the standards we hold are so low that we easily can fulfill them, the standards are much too low. If the standards are so high that they form a constant guilt trip, they are much too high. Standards should exist as challenges to grow toward good potentials rather than be a means of personal justification. Standards also should express themselves in a feeling of guilt when we fail to live up to our own expectations of what is good or appropriate.



  Yet, it is also true that when we “pass the point of no return” we do a lot of reflecting upon our past. By “point of no return,” I am not talking of death. In the past I had options. They may not have been good options as I got older, but I had options. I possessed marketable skills.



  Now I have no options. To me, the “point of no return” is the transition from options to no options. Because I have a skill does not mean I have the strength, the energy, or the stamina to utilize the skill in a marketable manner. Even the skills are evaporating! 



  For the first time in my life, I have NO options. No one would hire me for any purpose. I previously have never lived with NO options. I find this situation a strange circumstance that is beyond my power to change!



  With me, this “second guessing” reflection focuses on “I cannot believe you did,” or “I cannot believe you said.” This reflection does not have to focus on something that other people might regard as terrible, but on something that violates my present standards.



  However, such reflecting is tricky business. Standards evolve and undergo critical changes as time passes and experience accumulates. When a person reflects on his/her past, he/she does so by evoking a comparison made on the basis of the person’s current standards. Thinking of what we did or said in our past must not produce a pseudo-guilt that plagues us as it makes us unproductive in our present. If we feel guilt, (1) be sure, “I am guilty,” (2) make the feeling constructive, and (3) keep the memory open enough for forgiveness to occur. There is a huge difference between a false memory and a just guilt.



  How does a person make “second guessing” a constructive experience? If there is something that can be done (positively) about the situation that causes us to feel appropriate guilty, do it. Apologize, rectify, or appropriately address the situation in a manner that allows forgiveness to exist. 



  However, do not make the situation worse by selfishly only considering self! Do not make a private concern a public matter! Consider the consequences to the present, in both words and actions—not just in regard to self, but also in regard to others!



  If there is not something that can improve a past situation, turn it loose!  There are situations from the past that a person can constructively address. There are situations from the past that can be destructively addressed. It is too simple to seek to address past situations with a selfish motivation. If we seek to make ourselves feel better at the expense of making others feel bad, we need to give serious consideration to what we are doing.


  This is not given as an encouragement to justify or ignore past mistakes, but it is an urging not to compound past mistakes. In years past, some advocated that catharsis would free a person from problems. That depends on the problem! An important aspect of taking responsibility for our mistakes is showing compassion and consideration for others. Sometimes the courage to act with proper attitudes is the answer to past mistakes, and sometimes the courage to admit our weakness to ourselves is the answer to past mistakes.


  What Is the Difference?


  The difference to which I refer is the difference between forgiving yourself and justifying yourself. I speak of justification in the sense I often hear the concept used in today’s society, not in the sense justification is used in the Bible. How do we draw the line that separates an appropriate self-forgiveness and an inappropriate self-justification?


  Let’s begin with society’s concept of justification. The common concept of justification I hear today has to do with (primarily) escaping blame. “It was not my fault! I am not responsible for my actions!” Either “Someone forced me to do what I would not have done,” or “Someone programmed me to behave as I did.” However, regardless of my involvement in the undesirable occurrence, “It was not my fault, and I should not be blamed for what I did.” Without care, tolerated irresponsible actions beget continued irresponsible behaviors. If carefulness is not exercised, the focus of “I am not responsible” behavior results in “getting away” with irresponsible acts regardless of whom or how many suffer as a result.


  Human behavior involves complex understandings that often involve the motives that produced the act.


  There was a time when the basic consideration was did he/she do the act? If the person did the act, the whys were not relevant. Now there are three relevant questions: (1) Did he/she do the act? (2) Was he/she forced to do the act? (3) What was his/her motivation for doing the act? Often, a rational explanation for the act is central to personal responsibility.


  Currently, the determination of responsibility for the action involves his/her motivation. For there to be an appropriate feeling of responsibility for producing the act or involvement in the act, who is to “blame” must be determined. To understand the act, there must be an understanding of motives. The assignment of responsibility for the act depends on the motives behind the act. Thus, the person can actually do something, but he/she not be responsible for what he/she did.


  Forgiveness is not an effort to evade responsibility. Forgiveness declares and accepts responsibility for one’s actions. The internal acceptance of “This was not right!” is not questioned. This acceptance of responsibility redirects the person’s future behavior. Instead of accepting pardon to continue to act irresponsibly, the person accepts pardon to live and behave differently. Continued irresponsible conduct is internally unacceptable to the person. Lessons learned by hurtful conduct are transformed into responsible future behavior.


  Justification is often the feeling that one is not responsible because others are to blame for “my” actions. Forgiveness involves accepting personal responsibility and redirecting future behavior. Internally, it is simpler to evade blame than it is to accept responsibility.


  In accepting self-forgiveness, the difficulty lies in pardoning self while learning the lessons of responsible behavior. In accepting pardon, the person becomes more responsible as he/she grows in an understanding of what responsible behavior is.


  


  Chapter 13



  Again, That Is All For Now


  Again, I have caught up with myself and my adjustments. I would like for what I say to be productive in providing insights to those who do not deal with unexpected problems and to be helpful by providing insights to those who endure unexpected problems. While I am quite willing to share what goes on in my daily life, I have no desire to repeat myself again and again. What I hope to do is share information as I experience new things.


  Right now, things that are “new” experiences to me are not “new” in occurrence. Instead of the experience being a new event, the “level” of an old event changes. While that is “new” to me and demands that I ask myself, “What does this mean?” the event is much like what has been happening. Thus, it may be a remarkable event for me to experience, but a truly unremarkable event to write about. The “level” might be shocking to experience, but quite difficult to write about because (1) it is not a “new” event, and (2) it is challenging to try to explain in writing.


  Almost each day now brings a “new” level of experience that demands yet another adjustment. I guess much of that could be covered by merely saying, “Assume nothing about tomorrow, but accept the fact that the unexpected can happen easily.” As I told a close friend recently, I live with the understanding that one of a variety of small muscles could stop working one day, and radically change my daily life and routine.


  How I will endure future adjustments, I do not know. To try to predict reactions to the unexpected is a waste of time. The best way to prepare for the future is to live well in the now. Easily said, but challenging to do. Taking care of today is the most productive way to face the adjustments of tomorrow.


  Hopefully, more is to come. That is my intent.


  Section Three (2010)


  


  Chapter 14


  The New Beginning


  


  It has been a few months since I have written regarding this book, and there has been a major change for me. I turned 70 and on that day I retired! Have I learned yet what retirement means? No! Other than knowing that I will have to cope with some basic changes, discard some old (and longstanding) routines, and learn a lot of new things (including the meaning of daily sounds, a new routine, a new time table, how to share an office [at home], a new keyboard, a new desk and chair, and how to do my share around the house without driving my wife crazy).



  As I approached my retirement, I learned a lot about myself. Lest I create a misunderstanding, the learning was about ME, not the people around me or the people I worked with. Everyone continues to be extremely gracious to me. The kindnesses I receive commonly embarrass me—I constantly feel I am severely limited in ways to show appreciation. 


  Going from the role of the one who helped to the role of the one needing help is a difficult, challenging transition. For me, it is not one easily made—it is definitely a continuing process! I now have a new, deeper understanding of how little a “thank you” seems when you feel deeply indebted. In the past I received many such “thank yous” with too shallow an understanding of the frustration I saw. Now I give those “thank yous” with a new appreciation of the frustration.


  Before retirement, Joyce and I decided we would do some needed renovations on our house. The time definitely will come when I must be in a wheelchair. Our carpet was old when we came on November 1, 1996, and it had not been changed. We were told by a knowing person we trusted (John Lindgren) that a wheelchair would destroy carpet—old or new—in a short time. We needed to decide what we would need in the future, and decide quickly. This “one time” decision would not be settled by time! Urgency said NOW and time said BE CAREFUL AND SMART.


  Joyce made a wise choice, and the dominoes started falling. Since the change involved 7 rooms and 2 halls, we asked several days in advance, “Where will you begin?” Preparing books and moving furniture would be no small task! Based on the first answer we prepared.


  Then we learned 12 hours prior to beginning (at 7 p.m. on a Wednesday night) that beginning would involve rooms we had not even touched. Some people from church told us not to be concerned. Blake Frost and Shane Hughes arranged for a huge group of adults—young and older—to come to our house directly from the assembly to move things. In 45 minutes electronics and furniture were moved—all we did was watch and advise. The group left giving us assurance that if we would tell them when the project was complete, they would return and put everything back into place—which they did!


  The incident made me feel three things: Old but very blessed, the awkwardness of going from mover to observer, and the inadequacy of “thank you.” I will never be able to do anything for many who helped. Yes, I know that one does not repay blessings with deeds. Yes, I know a person must be willing to receive as well as give (if no one received, what would those do who invest their lives in giving? Everyone needs to do both—give and receive.). However, knowing may not change how one feels. To me, nothing makes you feel your age quite like combining house renovation with retirement. If aging means discovering new limitations, combining those two things surely did it for me.


  


  My Current Reality


  Circumstances made a decision for me. I considered two things a lot: How long should I continue this book (hopefully as long as I live there will be something to write), and how should I close the book? Neither were easy considerations for me. As is often the case, I usually have more that I wish to share than I have time and opportunity to share.


  Shortly before I retired, I slowly but certainly began losing coordination in my fingers. It was (is) nothing radical, but it is undeniable. It became more and more obvious to me as this lack of coordination expressed its presence in a number of tasks. 


  In nothing is this lack of coordination more obvious to me than in my typing. Typing has been my primary way of communicating since my speech became a problem. (Just this morning Joyce and I were laughing—we each had written important notes to ourselves last night and could not read our own notes this morning! That would be terrible were it not so hilarious!)


  My typing has become quite slow. I get off home keys a lot. I commonly have to spend more time looking at my fingers and the keyboard than at the screen. I used to love to look at the screen only as I translated my thoughts to written words. Now I have to divide my attention between striking the right key and my thoughts. I likely spend as much time correcting as I spend composing! 


  I discussed this problem with my longtime secretary, Debbie Belote, and we agreed that I should finish the book. This situation is a specific illustration of continuing, worsening problems already discussed. (1) Take nothing for granted. Because something can be done today does not mean it can be done in the near future. (2) Do what you can do right now because you can do it. Procrastination is not an option!


  I will try to end this book with this section. I can write more latter if my finger coordination holds steady.


  


  My Retirement Plan


  I knew my retirement would not be a simple adjustment for me. That was just a matter of being honest with me. Schedules always have been important to me. I always have enjoyed “being involved” and “being productive.” With that personality type it was easy to overcommit—which I often did! To me, always the way to do more was to (1) schedule one’s time better, (2) improve one’s priorities, and (3) learn how to make better use of the help that was available.


  Retirement totally would change my longstanding schedule. For quite a while, my involvement and productivity had been declining. Retirement would accelerate that decline. A new learning curve would demand a re-education. Hot weather restrictions would become even more frustrating at home when I had “the time and opportunity.” Long accepted choices would have to be revisited. Combine all that with a deep desire not to frustrate my wife by being home so much, and retirement (to me) was a problem to be solved.


  If I could be outside when it was hot, work in my yard, and sweat as much as I wished, there would be no problem. Obviously, the problem is not retirement, but the restrictions of spinal cerebellum atrophy #8. Retirement would only exacerbate the problems produced by the atrophy. However, it was easier for me to blame retirement than atrophy.


  Planning what I initially would do upon retiring was simple. Joyce made it simple, fun, and did all the work—lucky me! This was the plan: we would take a vacation with Anita, our daughter, and Mark, our son-in-law, who live in San Francisco, California. I would retire the evening of June 3 and we would leave on June 4 on vacation. We would drive to Memphis, spend the evening with our son, Kevin, and his family (thus seeing all of our children in less than a month), park our car at Linda’s mom’s house, fly non-stop to Las Vegas to meet Anita and Mark, pick up a rental car, and prepare to enjoy Zion National Park and the North Rim of the Grand Canyon. Combined with other plans, this vacation would require us to be gone for two weeks. (I teased several by saying that I retired from preaching one day and headed to Vegas the next.)


  Though things did not work out as smoothly as we planned (like the 4 hour plus delay of the first flight), we had a wonderful time. The desert was having a heat wave (107 degrees was the highest temperature, but the 9% humidity made any shade cool and wonderful). At Zion we looked up in amazement, and at the Grand Canyon we looked down in amazement. After visits to Crossville, TN (the childhood home of both of us) and Freed-Hardman University (Joyce’s college), we returned home quite tired and still in vacation mode. For days after we returned we were still “on vacation,” the congregation gave us a wonderful and generous retirement party, and I did not face the experience of retirement for almost a month after the fact.


  For about 4 months before the trip, I prepared as hard as I knew how. I must admit that several things made me anxious about so ambitious an undertaking. My last few flights on an airplane gave me reason to be anxious—the narrow seats, the lack of exercise, the inaccessibility of bathrooms, etc. I am slow, getting slower, and if I try to hurry I become more likely to make noticeable mistakes. Obviously, I constantly become more self-conscious. I feel a constant need to apologize because I commonly feel like I am inconveniencing others. The challenge not to be so self-focused is a constant, growing challenge. Things that are HUGELY noticeable to me about me are likely insignificant to others. Yes, I know that but that is not how I feel.


  The good news is I made the trip and thoroughly enjoyed myself. Being with Joyce, Anita, and Mark was just plain fun! The scenery was gorgeous and the spirit of adventure was beyond description! I had a little trouble with the overhead bins on the airplane, but kind people always helped me. The things I feared might happen—like choking in public while eating—never occurred once. Only the last day of our road trip home did my left leg and hip begin cramping.


  


  My Reality Is My Reality


  I knew me! I did not need to be at work one day and retired the next, nor did I need to spend time at the church building constantly reminding myself that I did not have an office there and was not on staff. I enjoy the staff too much to make myself a nuisance! Everyone is too kind to tell me to leave, but I needed to go. Hanging around would benefit no one!


  The need for me to know and accept an actual transition occurred was essential. If I were to adjust to the transition as easily as possible, I had to know the transition was real—no pretending! To me, a vacation permitted separation to occur in my actuality without a shocking trauma of denial. The vacation was enjoyable while allowing the transition to occur. I could hear and use the word “retirement” without saying, “Oh, no—I cannot believe this is happening!” I could return home with no job expectations.


  I do not mean it was a simple, no-brainer task. Toward the end of the vacation, I would catch myself thinking, “When I get home, I have to do . . .”  That allowed me to immediately respond, “Oh, no I don’t.” All I am saying is that this approach (so far) worked for me in accepting my retirement as a reality.


  Retirement quickly produced benefits. Freedom from the stress I placed on myself and the absence of deadlines is wonderful! So is the flexibility! It is early, but while the adjustments are real, there are also some undeniable benefits.


  


  Chapter 15



  


  Climbing Down



  There are a number of things that are extremely difficult to do. One of those things is to “go down the ladder” quietly and graciously. ”Climbing the ladder of success” (in whatever way one defines success) usually is achieved with difficulty. Occasionally one will achieve his or her goal without personal sacrifice, hard work, and a major utilization and development of personal ability. However, such is rare. Most of those who are not part of this “rare group” merely hold a position. The majority of men and women who achieve their goals in life do so with a major investing of self in his or her ambition.


  For many reasons, it is difficult to “turn loose” of achievements that required personal sacrifice, hard work, and an investment of self. It is difficult to become uninvolved when you have spent years being very involved. It is difficult to go from “the right to know” to “it is none of my business.” It is difficult to accept change that ignores (or will ignore) you when you were accustomed to serving as the effective change maker. It is hard to stifle the “I would not do that, and I certainly would not have done it that way” when “your way” would have been disaster in the current circumstances. If a person has been perched on the top rung of the ladder for a long time, it is a major challenge to realize that he or she rightfully belongs on a much lower step or perhaps off the ladder entirely.


  If a person has the personal courage to “climb the ladder,” he or she is wise to realize that the moment will come when he or she must quietly go “down the ladder.” Maybe age, a lack of health, a disease, declining abilities, or new needs will make the change necessary, but the moment will come when “climbing down” is as important as “climbing up.” Never does anyone want the necessity of “turning loose” to be obvious to everyone but himself or herself.


  For these reasons, I have great admiration for John the Baptist. He dared to climb and he dared to turn loose. He knew who he was, who he was not, and he never forgot either.


  


  John’s Beginning


  Little is said in the Bible of John’s childhood. It is noted that he was born into a Jewish priestly family. His father and mother were beyond the age of pregnancy when the angel, Gabriel, announced that Elizabeth (John’s mother) would conceive (Luke 1:7, 13-20). Well before the first century, there were too many Jewish priests to serve in a lucrative position of performing a role in the Jewish temple ritual worship, thus the priests were divided into groups to be provided opportunity to serve in a temple role. Zacharias, of the Abijah group, was offering incense when Gabriel informed him that he and Elizabeth would have a son to be named John. The only physical thing unusual about the “before birth” events of John was his conception to an elderly couple beyond the age of conception.


  All that is recorded about his early existence is this:


  1.   John’s parents’ home was in a city in the hill country of Judah (Luke 1:23, 39, 40).


  2.   John (as he developed and as an adult) would refrain from drinking wine or liquor (Luke 1:15).


  3.   John would be filled with the Holy Spirit before birth (Luke 1:15).


  4.   John would have an appointed mission (Luke 1:17).


  The only other pre-preaching information given concerning John were these. He lived in the deserts (Luke 1:80). He seemed to be a conscious imitator of Elijah in both wardrobe and nourishment (Matthew 3:4; 2 Kings 1:8).


  


  John’s Attitude


  One of the striking things about John was this: he never forgot what his purpose was. When a person is popular, it is simple for popularity to destroy the person’s sense of self and to replace the original sense of self with popularity’s designed sense of self. Many refer to that happening as “being full of self.” The more we are impressed with ourselves, the more others are not impressed with us. There is a powerful difference between being used to satisfy others’ self-centered desires and leading others in a useful, selfless direction.


  Jesus’ mission and John’s mission were different. John was to lead people [Israel] (1) to focus on sinfulness, (2) to regret sinfulness, and (3) to turn from sinfulness [the message of repentance] (Matthew 3:2). Jesus’ mission was to save from sin (Matthew 1:21). Deliverance from a danger occurs only if the person perceives the danger exists. (Spiritual response wise, repentance must occur before forgiveness can occur—a person will not respond to forgiveness unless the person understands that he needs forgiveness.)


  John regarded himself as unworthy to perform as the lowliest servant for Jesus (Mark 1:7). If a slave was the least significant, lowest slave in a servant group, it was his task to remove sandals and wash feet. John at the height of his popularity said he was unworthy to be Jesus’ lowest servant. Quite a voluntary statement in his circumstances of that moment!


  John constantly pointed people to Jesus (John 1:29-34)  Even at the height of his popularity, he pointed people to Jesus (John 1:29-37).  As Jesus’ ministry began, there was a period of overlap in John’s ministry and Jesus’ ministry (John 3:22, 23). Some of John’s disciples were concerned because Jesus was growing in popularity. John’s answer to his own disciples: “He (Jesus) must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:26-30).


  As one’s popularity grows, it is easy for one’s sense of importance to change. As one’s sense of importance grows, there can come a moment when one’s purpose/role changes. Popularity easily makes us think we are more indispensible than we actually are. John never allowed his popularity with people to make himself a rival to Jesus. He never forgot who he was, who Jesus was, and what his (John’s) purpose was. That is an exceptional trait in anyone in any popular circumstance! Self-importance easily becomes self-deception!


  


  John’s Popularity


  Perhaps the reader thinks the author exaggerates John’s popularity. The elevation of modern Jerusalem is about 2500 feet above sea level. The elevation of the Jordan Valley around Jericho is about 1200 feet below sea level. The actual place in the Jordan Valley that John taught and baptized (in modern identification) is questionable. The Bible says that Israelites from Jerusalem, all Judea, and the vicinity around the Jordan were going to John to hear him teach and to be baptized (Matthew 3:5, 6; Mark 1:5).


  The people went to John; John did not tour. That trip would have been made by foot by the majority, and by donkey by some. Most who heard and responded to John traveled down a significant distance, listened to the man, and traveled up an equal distance to return home. The travel conditions would not have been inviting to us!


  Compare people going to John at an inconvenient location and Jesus touring (Matthew 4:23; Mark 1:39; Luke 4:42-44). Jesus even sent people in advance of his arrival to inform people of his message (Matthew 10:5, 6; Mark 6:7-9; Luke 9:1-6). The point: both men were extremely popular, but people traveled to John.


  There are two Bible-recorded incidents that indicate the popularity of John. The first is recorded by the Gospel of Matthew in Matthew 3:7-12. This gospel said many Pharisees and Sadducees were coming to John for baptism. John did not give serious spiritual significance to their enduring the trip or wishing to be baptized. He called them descendants of poisonous snakes who were fleeing rather than repenting. He said their attempt to flee would be useless. They placed their confidence in their genealogy rather than a desire to repent. The tree in which they trusted (the physical nation of Israel???) was facing certain destruction. Soon God would lead through the Messiah, not through them. They were a part of the undesirable, useless chaff destined for destruction.


  From John’s statements combined with the fact of the Pharisees' and Sadducees' presence, I would conclude the following. (1) John was so spiritually popular with the common people that the leadership of the Pharisees and Sadducees did not dare appear to ignore John (see Matthew 21:23-27). (2) The Pharisees' and Sadducees' motives for coming to John arose from a selfish desire to protect their position rather than to hear a message/emphasis from God. (3) The Pharisees and Sadducees were at the foundation of the nation’s problems—if anyone needed truly to repent, it was these people. (4) Though John had the necessary credentials (he came from priestly roots) to become a part of the leadership power structure in first-century Jerusalem, he declared that power structure was a fundamental part of Israel’s problem. (5) Obedience to God involves more than complying with a formula.


  The second was recorded by the Gospel of John in John 1:19-28. The Jews (the power structure—most people in Jerusalem were Jewish) from Jerusalem sent priests and Levites to represent them by asking the question, “Who are you?” Put in our terminology, “Why should we conclude you have the right to do what you are doing?” They did not authorize John’s message or purification by baptism, so who authorized his message and his baptism?


  John responded without hesitation declaring that he was NOT the Jewish Messiah (the Christ), or Elijah, or the anticipated Prophet. He did not seek to justify his activity by making false claims, as some did. The priests and Levites asked, “Then who shall we tell those who sent us that you are?” John replied that he was the person Isaiah wrote about in Isaiah 40:3. They asked, “If you are not the Christ, or Elijah, or the Prophet, what gives you the right to baptize?” John answered, “I am baptizing to declare the coming of the One too significant for you to imagine!”


  The interest of “the Jews from Jerusalem” who would inquire about the identity and authority of John is a verification of John’s popularity. It is likely the most powerful men in first-century Israel inquired about John’s identity. Yet, with his undeniable spiritual prestige in a religious nation, John never forgot who he was or what his mission was. He could be asked by the powerful, adored by the common people, and watch his disciples follow Jesus (John 1:35-37) while never forgetting that Jesus would increase as he decreased. John had the courage to climb the ladder of success and to come down the same ladder.


  


  Jesus Paid Tribute to John in Matthew 11:2-15


  The very independent John who dared to live life “his way” (perhaps in the tradition of the Old Testament Jewish prophets of renown???), a man accustomed to options, was imprisoned. He dared confront Herod Antipas, condemn the marriage of Antipas, and endure the consequences—imprisonment. The independent man who had options lost his independence and greatly limited his options. His limited options in prison made him wonder about how he used his life. (Being in a first-century prison of a ruler would provide a lot of time for thinking and evaluating.) Thus John sent disciples to Jesus to inquire if John had achieved his mission. He wanted to know if he had correctly identified Jesus as the Christ.


  Jesus did two things. First, he responded to John’s question. Second, he questioned the multitude around him about John.


  First, he did not answer John’s question with a “Yes” or “No.” He answered more meaningfully. Jesus told John’s disciples to report to John what he was doing. Then call John’s attention to a statement Isaiah made that began in Isaiah 35:5 (consider also 29:18-20; 32:3, 4; 42:7, 16). John should understand that through Jesus the blind saw, the lame walked, lepers were cleansed, the deaf heard, the dead returned to life, and the poor heard the good news. Those who did not stumble because God worked in Jesus were blessed.


  Second, he asked what the multitude expected when they went to the Jordan wilderness to listen to John (an indication of some asking how John could be placed in prison for upholding God’s values when Antipas ignored God’s values???) Did they go to listen to an indecisive man or a man of conviction? Did they go to see a ruler dressed in soft clothing or a prophet dressed in coarse clothing? If all they went to see was a Jewish prophet they need to understand that John was more significant than a prophet. He was God’s messenger who announced the coming of God’s long promised Messiah. No one “born of women” was more significant than John the Baptist.


  Jesus’ point had a double emphasis. The first emphasis was a tribute from Jesus concerning the significance of John. The second emphasis followed immediately. The person of least significance in the kingdom of heaven was of more significance than John. The man or woman who accepted God’s acts and message through Jesus was extremely important to God.


  Imprisonment did not diminish John’s significance to God!


  


  Suggestions


  For many, their life circumstances will take directions they never considered. Simply because they do not wish a circumstance to happen does not mean it will not occur. More is involved than nutrition, exercise, and a responsible lifestyle. While those are surely important (and their neglect will produce unnecessary problems), not everything is preventable by nutrition, exercise, and a responsible lifestyle. Never (20 years ago) would I have thought I could possibly have speech and balance problems that increasingly get worse! There are some circumstances that just cannot be prevented.  While there are numerous things that can be prevented, there are also numerous things that cannot be prevented. The person also who would live a useful life will encounter some risks. A risk-free life is not possible or desirable. Following are some suggestions that I hope you find worthy of consideration.


  1.   As early as possible in adult life accept as fact that you are not invincible. Everyone you have known either died or will die. (You accept that reality about everyone else—accept it about yourself.) I am not suggesting that you live your life as a morbid, depressed person who goes about saying, “Woe is me! In fact, woe is everyone!” Do what you can to help your body, but refuse to define yourself only by the physical realities of your body. Use life fully, but do not expect to physically live forever. 


  2.   Learn life amounts to more than physical realities. Some of the people you find and have found greatly inspiring are those who refuse to be defined by physical reality. They did not win a dunk-the-basketball contest, or score a winning goal-touchdown-hit, or climb Mount Everest, or do some incredible physical feat. They taught more about living in the way they expressed their spirit than you ever learned about life from someone who did the physically incredible. Honor your spirit as well as your body.


  3.   Learn how to lose as well as how to succeed. Never forget who you are—whether you win or lose. You do not have to “be better” than someone else to respect yourself for being who you are and to respect others for being human. If you live long enough, you will experience physical decline, aging, and the loss of abilities. That is a part of the life experience, too. To worship youthfulness is to waste a part of your life. Prepare to decline—that is what you want. Is it not your plan to live long enough to physically decline?


  4.   Learn the essential qualities of character. Do not sell genuine humility short as one of those essential qualities. Not fake humility that disguises less than noble intents as a syrupy graciousness that reduces everything to a formula of “the right thing to do” in every situation. Nor the one that is more concerned with impressing people than in being. Nor the one that seeks to advance personal objectives. It is the one that respects a person’s self because it respects others. It is the one that understands the value of serving others. It is the one that fashions the way a person looks at self by the knowledge of the kind of person “I wish to be” (not what I wish to physically experience).


  5.   Learn that “emptiness” is a too common experience in life for too many. Some never find “meaning” in their life. No matter what they chase, the end result is meaningless. Too often such people define living as some form of depression or despair. “Meaning” is often decided to be in possessing the right things, or in having the right experiences, or in knowing the “right people,” or in achieving the right recognition. Ultimately, the person encounters the post-possession blahs, the “what’s next” pursuit, that “knowing the right people” does not produce the anticipated results (success is rarely a transfer item), and “the moment in the spotlight” is truly just a moment. Pursuing objectives that typically result in deepening feelings of emptiness does not give life meaning. Learn not to pursue life’s meaning in deceiving objectives.


  Life is a pursuit, not an accomplishment. Regardless of how accomplished a society becomes or what benefits that society offers its members, living is challenging because it is often complex and complicated. Using life well in a fulfilling manner is not to be found in a formula, but in relationships. 


  The person who is sacrificial enough to found enduring relationships is more likely to find fulfillment in physical existence. The person who focuses his or her life on being will be better equipped to cope with the challenges and unexpected turns in his or her life.


  Is life easy and simple? Never! Is meaningful existence possible? Absolutely! Does everything have to be “perfect” for one’s life to be meaningful? Fortunately, no!


  


  Chapter 16



  


  Being Compassionate



  This experience is not new to most mature adults. The situation: someone you deeply care about is on the verge of making a horrible decision. This decision is not merely a difference in opinions. You have independent, verifiable information this is a genuinely horrible decision that will produce disastrous consequences to this person you care about and love.


  The person knows your concern. However, this person reacts to your concern as merely a matter of opinion. Your opinion: “This is an undesirable move for you to make.” The person’s opinion: “This is a wonderful move for me—or anyone else—to make.” 


  To you, the facts say, “You should not make any irreversible decision that commits you to go further in this direction of undesirable consequences.” To the person, there are no facts, only emotions. To the person, “This is an incredible opportunity! There are minimal consequences that could happen. However, these are only typical consequences that would be faced in any matter. Irreversible decisions should be made promptly to allow me to advance in the direction of this wonderful opportunity. Everyone should be so fortunate!”


  To you, the facts scream, “A major mistake is about to happen! You cannot let this happen to someone you care about! You must do something!” The person respectfully makes his or her view quite clear, “Get out of this matter, nosey! This is my life! Your concern is unwanted and unappreciated! Leave me alone about this decision!”


  What do you do? Do you ignore the situation? Do you pretend the situation does not exist? Do you allow “come what may” to happen? Do you declare that the person asked for the consequences, so he or she is not to come crying to you when those consequences happen? Do you risk the relationship by doing more? When does the situation become about your conscience struggle rather than the person you care about? Can you continue to love and care in spite of a decision that you find objectionable?


  


  Thoughts to Consider


  Loving someone else is complex. It involves more than caring about them. The complicated emotions that are a part of the concept of love carry as many responsibilities as rights. Unfortunately, many focus on the rights and ignore the responsibilities. There are moments when love experiences the “warm fuzzes.” There are also moments when love respects and appreciates as the person loved is much less than wonderful. To care when it is difficult to care is a quality that provides love strength and maturity.


  In the opening scenario, consider the following:


  1.   Grow in your knowledge of your own limitations. You are not God! No amount of knowledge, understanding, or insight will make you God! You know and understand for your sake! The objective of the type of knowledge that grants insight is for you to be, not to run others’ lives.


  2.   Understand your own blind spots exist. Because you do not see them does not mean (a) blind spots in your life do not exist or (b) others cannot see what you do not see.  Certainly, when others see your areas of ignorance (which you refuse to admit exist) that destroys the credibility of what you accurately know.


  3.   Love and care deeply enough to love and care when the person you love makes huge mistakes. That is what God does for us! That is what grace is about! Help is needed as much after a mistake as help is needed before the mistake. Deep love helps after as well as before.


  4.   Dare to be a friend when someone blows it! It is easy to advise before the mistake is made. It is demanding to help when someone is struggling with the consequence of a bad decision. For any person, it is hard to accept the fact that “I blew it!”


  The issue is not was a mistake necessary. (Is any mistake in a “perfect” situation ever necessary?) The issue is, “What lessons did you learn as the result of your mistake?” The person who learns no constructive lessons from a mistake will likely (given the opportunity) repeat the mistake.


  


  The Grief of Watching the Avoidable Unfold


  If watching someone we love and care about make a horrible, consequence-filled decision is hard for us, how much harder must such have been for Jesus? We could be wrong, and watching is hard. He was correct—he knew the results—and correctness must have made watching terrible!


  Changing generations-old concepts and expectations is extremely difficult. After a while both acquire a life of their own. “The concepts simply could not be incorrect—they are unquestionable. The expectations have to be right—if they were incorrect, time would have corrected them.” Thus, neither are to be questioned or changed.


  For most of his ministry, Jesus attempted to change concepts and expectations through teaching. He made many visits to synagogues (Matthew 4:23; 9:35; 13:54; Mark 1:22), made numerous appearances in the temple area (John 2:14-22; 7:14, 28; 8:2, 20), and had many one-on-one encounters (consider John 3:1-21). Such were his teachings and his deeds, that he had to be explained—he was a common topic of conversation (see Matthew 16:13). Though he performed numerous miracles, explained and illustrated through parables, and taught as one who had authority [not as the scribes] (see Matthew 7:28, 29), little changed in the Israelites’ concepts and expectations.


  Toward the conclusion of his ministry, he expressed his grief in his warnings. His teachings continued to be profound, and his warnings were equally profound. His ability to confound the religious establishment was well received by the man-on-the-street, but nothing changed in basic concepts or fundamental expectations. The miracle man would restore Israel to the status of a free and prominent nation, defeat her enemies, and supply all Israelites’ physical needs (see John 6:15). Jesus would fulfill long-held expectations in accord with ancient concepts.


  


  An Illustration


  Close to the end of Jesus’ life and ministry, the event of Matthew 23 occurred. Jesus’ declaration contained warnings, an analysis of religious leadership’s problems, and an expression of personal grief. It did not occur in the spirit of, “I told you so! You ignored me, so now you will get what is coming to you!” It came from someone who cared deeply. What would happen was unnecessary. He tried so hard to prevent the unnecessary. He cared, he tried, and he failed. God’s purposes still would be achieved, but the Israelites’ tragedy was not averted. In spite of his best efforts, Israel would experience the unnecessary.


  The warning (Matthew 23:1-12): Listen to the scribes and Pharisees, but do not adopt their actions/lifestyle. Listen, because they are in the position of religious authority—they sit in Moses’ seat. When they speak from scripture, they know what they are talking about. However, they make very poor application of what they accurately know to the way they live their lives. Their actions will mislead you. They are more interested in impressing people than they are in adopting God’s ways in their behavior. 


  Jesus said, “Let me give you specific examples.”


  1.   They bind difficult demands on the people, but do nothing to give them relief found in the guidance of hope. The end result is that following God’s ways are impossible. Learning God’s Law becomes a matter of despair instead of a matter of direction. They manage to excuse themselves while holding the people responsible. They are of no encouragement!


  2.   They accepted the invention of phylacteries—small boxes containing up to four scriptures (Exodus 13:1-10; Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 11:13-21) attached to the forehead and left hand by means of leather straps at the time of morning prayers in the home or synagogues. They make the phylacteries large to attract people’s attention. By Jewish standards, phylacteries were of a late origin and questionable evolution. Phylacteries seemed to be an expression of piety that allowed those who wore them to keep God’s word/commands close to the heart. The scribes and Pharisees made their phylacteries large to capture people’s attention.


  3.   They made the tassels on their clothes long (thus more noticeable to other people). Numbers 15:38-41 instructed all Israelites in all generations to wear blue tassels as a personal reminder of the Lord’s commandments, the importance of obedience, and to promote personal holiness. (Jesus wore tassels or fringes on the hem of his clothing —Matthew 9:20; 14:36)


  4.   They sat in seats of honor at banquets and in synagogues.


  5.   They loved to be called by titles in public. (Jesus associated servitude with humility.)


  The results of misguided spiritual leadership:


  1.   Jesus’ use of the word Woe was a combination of “declaring judgment” and “sorrow.” The scribes and Pharisees were responsible for their emphasis, but Jesus felt sorrow for them. They were actors who only pretended to be righteous.


  2.   Their pretense prevented people from seeing God’s true emphasis on what it meant to be righteous. As a result, they prevented people from entering God’s kingdom.


  3.   They worked hard to convert people to Judaism, but their converts were spiritually worse off. Why were converts spiritually worse off? The scribes and Pharisees’ incorrectly presented God’s emphasis in their teachings.


  4.   The scribes and Pharisees taught meaningless religious distinctions that declared deception could have a godly focus.


  5.   The scribes and Pharisees stressed minor spiritual acts while evading major spiritual responsibilities.


  6.   The scribes and Pharisees stressed the appearance of purity while sanctioning inner corruption.


  7.   The scribes and Pharisees honored past righteous people, but they had the same attitudes of their forefathers who opposed and persecuted the righteous.


  It is urgent to see that the scribes and Pharisees were very religious while, at the same time, they failed to understand or devote themselves to God’s emphasis in being righteous people.


  


  Jesus’ Lament:


  Jesus knew that terrible things would happen to Jerusalem. From the reign of King David, Jerusalem was the political center of Israel (Judah). From the reign of King Solomon, Jerusalem was also the spiritual center of Israel (Judah). Jesus understood Judaism (as it was known in his lifetime) was unnecessarily on the verge of collapse. 


  God had called this nation to return to His righteousness many times. God issued is His latest call through Jesus. Jesus said this was God’s last call for the nation of Israel to return to God’s emphasis. 


  Jesus used an agricultural image to express his grief for what he knew would happen. The image he used is amazing! It is nothing but uncanny how a mother hen can sense danger to her chicks! How she can sense the circling hawk overhead almost defies imagination. It is not an image of mild neglect, but of super vigilance. With clucks of warning, all her chicks run to her. The mother hen squats down, spreads her wings to provide a quick access to a safe haven for her chicks, and ruffles her feathers to appear bigger than she is to the hawk. The hawk fears attacking such a big bird, the chicks are safe, and the hen is unharmed.


  Please note that the chicks had to run to the hen. That meant the chicks had to correctly interpret the hen’s clucks, believe a danger they did not “see” existed, and trust that the hen could protect them. Nothing good could happen if the chicks did not do those three things. The chicks had to appropriately respond regardless of how concerned the hen was. If they did not run to her safety, one or several of them would be the hawk’s next meal.


  Jesus was the hen. The people of Israel were the chicks. Israel did not see the danger Jesus saw, and they did not run to him for protection. The result: they would be desolate. Jerusalem would come to its end because the people of Israel did not know who Jesus was.


  


  Your Help Is Needed


  The probability of you encountering someone whose life is on an unexpected journey is very high. Almost daily we encounter people who are forced to take directions in their lives they never, never anticipated. It can be a hostile encounter, a polite evasion, a determined ignoring, or a helpful opportunity. Consider the following as a challenge toward helpful opportunities.


  Please know I am real. I have the same emotions and feelings you have. Respond to me as a person. If you are curious, ask—but please do not pretend. I enjoy being real, but pretending frustrates and irritates me.


  Recognize that I likely have more bad (challenging) days than you do. It is literally true that I never know what unexpected situation I will have to cope with when I face a new day. When that makes me grumpy, I apologize.


  Even when I make a concerted effort, I likely talk too much about myself. You observe my limitations. I live with those limitations 24 hours every day. That tends to make me more than a little self-centered.


  It is common for me to be self-conscious. My body and I are not synchronized. There are moments when my body simply embarrasses me by doing wrong things at the wrong times—like choking, dropping something, or losing my balance. I live in the fear that such embarrassing moments will occur. Believe me, such moments are more embarrassing for me than they are for you. Laugh, and invite me to laugh with you. Be sure it is a laughing with and not a laughing at.


  I constantly fight my desire to withdraw. The desire to withdraw when combined with the yearning to be a part is a vicious internal force. Please do not give me reason to reinforce my desire to withdraw.


  To those who wish to receive help:


  1.   Learn to talk about things other than yourself. We are not the world’s only citizens, and not the only difficulty in the world.


  2.   If you wish to be treated as real, be real.


  3.   When we do something embarrassing, provide others a sense of direction so they will know how we want them to deal with the situation.


  4.   Never forget to fight our desire to withdraw.


  5.   Know there always will be people who are not comfortable with your unexpected journey. No one is friends with everyone!


  A challenge: Remember, when we encourage someone on an unexpected journey, we never know when we may be helping ourselves! An unexpected journey may await anyone!


  


  Chapter 17



  


  Getting It



  Anyone who teaches should identify readily with the following problem: “He/she just does not get it!” A person who has tried to teach on a continuing basis—your children in the family, students in school, a volunteer class, an apprentice, etc.—has experienced the following frustration. The teacher seeks to teach a concept that the teacher regards as obvious and easy to understand. It is strikingly evident that the student does not understand what the teacher is saying. The teacher explains the concept, illustrates the concept, and simplifies the concept in every way he/she knows how, and still the student does not understand. Finally, the exasperated teacher throws up his/her hands and says, “He just does not get it!”


  My 93 year old mother still remembers how difficult it was to teach me the concept of fractions. My classroom teacher tried until she simply had to move on with the rest of the class. My teacher explained the difficulty to my mother, so a determined Mom took up where the teacher left off. She patiently tried to help me see the concept. Nothing “got through” to me as I did little but blankly stare at her. Finally, she had a brilliant idea (I was a farm boy, and a wire fence separated our yard from the pasture). She asked me, “If five birds perched on the fence, and three flew away, how many would be left?” I promptly replied, “Two!” She quickly responded, “Two what?” Confidently, I responded, “Two birds!” only to watch her shake her head in disbelief. (Thanks to Mom’s determination and patience, I finally learned the concept of fractions.)


  Recently a retired math teacher (quite a good one!), who is now in a second career, saw the picture of an oil- soaked pelican with the caption, “Tarred and feathered.” She commented to a much younger fellow worker what a good illustration of the difficulties of the gulf oil spill the picture and caption were. The younger worker returned an obviously unknowing stare. He did not know what tarring and feathering were. She, with difficulty, explained the practice of tarring and feathering. The response: “How does that practice relate to that picture?” Exasperated, she refused to explain more to someone “who did not get it.”


  It is astounding to note how many past concepts that were commonly understood served as excellent illustrations that today illustrate nothing. There are a number of reasons for this happening—aging, a changing world, a shrinking world, the rate of change, emerging emphases, generation gaps, etc. One significant contributor to the phenomena is personal expectation. All of us can expect a certain result with such conviction that the only information we “hear” are facts that agree with our expectation. All other information/facts do not compute and are automatically ignored.


  


  A Jesus’ Disciples Illustration


  After Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper, the twelve were arguing among themselves about which one of them was the most important (Luke 22:24). Evidently, this heated, vested discussion appeared frequently among them throughout Jesus’ ministry. Matthew 18:1 states that the disciples even asked Jesus to declare the criteria for determining significance in the kingdom.


  Jesus’ response was consistent. He stressed humility and/or being of service.


  Perhaps the most insightful of these encounters was produced by James and John, Zebedee’s sons. Though the Gospel of Mark also referred to this incident (Mark 10:35ff), consider Matthew 20:20-28. Note several things. (1) They had their mother ask that they be given the key positions that signified prominence—sitting beside the king. (2) When Jesus responded with a question, the two disciples—not the mother—answered. Because Jesus directed his question to the sons, it indicated Jesus understood the source of the request. (3) They requested something Jesus could not give. (4) The request made the other ten disciples indignant. (5) Greatness would be determined by servitude, not by possession of authority.


  Relevant question: Why were the other ten disciples indignant? Could it be that (1) they all wanted what James and John wanted, (2) they did not appreciate James and John seeking an advantage by using family, or (3) how dare James and John seek to take an undecided issue “out of play”? This was NOT the way to settle such a sensitive issue—had they not all made sacrifices to follow Jesus?


  What were the disciples’ expectations? (1) Jesus would reestablish the earthly kingdom of Israel; (2) Jesus would rule; and (3) the twelve would be Jesus’ advisors. No matter how often Jesus stressed humility and servitude as the path to significance among the disciples, they never understood. They finally understood Jesus did not want them to discuss their greatness (see Mark 9:33, 34), but they never understood that significance was not determined by authoritative position. Why? In their world, that was the way things worked. This humility and servitude emphasis just was not the way it was done. THEY DID NOT GET IT!


  Why were they so discouraged and inactive after the resurrection? They were delighted Jesus was alive, but resurrected men were not kings who sat on thrones—so they thought. Jesus’ death ended their expectations, and they had nothing but void left. THEY DID NOT GET IT!


  On that last night in their last “free” meeting with Jesus, his washing their feet was awkward (John 13:1-11). Jesus washing their feet must have begun an evening of confusion that was merely an introduction to escalating confusion. When Jesus took his robe off, tied a towel around his waist, and washed their feet, the silence must have been profound! Jesus must have looked like a slave—not just a slave, but the lowest slave of all the servants. How humiliating to have their Master wash their feet! Did he not understand that the reason their feet were dirty was that none of them could risk looking inferior to the other disciples? They certainly did NOT intend for Jesus to wash their feet! Obviously, they still did not get it. Even Jesus said that they did not understand what he was doing, but they would understand later.


  Why did they not get it? Their expectations filtered out Jesus’ information. What Jesus said did not fit their expectations.


  


  Realizations


  In life, “getting it” requires a high level of open mindedness. The person who “gets it” must be willing to think about things that he/she never before considered, must consider perspectives he/she never held, and must realize “my” normal may not be someone else’s “normal.” That is more difficult, more challenging than many realize! It is much simpler to defend my “normal” than to understand your “normal”—especially if your “normal” is in significant disagreement with my “normal.” That does not mean either of our “normals” is totally correct, but do we not need to understand people who are different?


  For example, frequently individuals must battle depression because they are forced to take an unexpected journey that either slowly evaporates physical abilities or dramatically, quickly destroys physical abilities. Perhaps what was much enjoyed in the past is no longer possible. Perhaps the present (the now, the today) is frequently a frustration because what occurred without thought before now takes a conscious effort, or maybe does not occur at all. Perhaps what had been future plans or hopes suddenly become a puff of smoke. Perhaps they hear others complain of having to do tasks that those on an unexpected journey would be delighted to do if they had the physical ability to do those tasks. The “perhaps” are likely too many to count, but each “perhaps” becomes a real opportunity for the one on the journey to feel depressed.


  The tendency for those who can do is to say (at least to themselves), “Why don’t you just get over it! Just decide not to be depressed! Do you not understand being depressed will not change your situation? Just take a pill!”


  Is the suggestion to stop feeling? Does anyone really think a person can chose to ignore continuing regret? If the adjustment is a continuing reality, can a person be blind to his/her own reality? If a person has known the fulfillment that came from the experience of being productive, how does the person deal with not being productive? Is it success to “numb out,” or to adopt an “I don’t care” philosophy? A key realization: “feelings” alone did not produce the unwanted journey, and “feelings” alone will not solve the situation. A person’s understandings will not “cure” the problem. However, some understandings may make the situation more complex.


  The minimum goal of those fortunate enough not to be on such a journey should be this: “I will not make the trip of those on the journey more complex.” Do not initiate or reinforce frustrations that make the journey more complex. Do not add yet another layer of frustration that comes from being misunderstood.


  


  Challenges for Those on a Journey


  To those on such a journey, these are suggestions to be considered. These are not demands that are intended to serve as a self-evaluation of what you should expect of yourself. Every journey is unique. Every person on a journey is unique. What may be possible for one may not be possible for another. The challenges will not be fulfilled by a comparison to others on a similar journey, but by measuring you by you. This is difficult and demanding in a society that makes enormous use of evaluation by comparison.


  1.   Retrain the way you think. You are not better as a person because you can do something someone else cannot do, or less of a person because you cannot do something someone else can do. You are you! You want to challenge yourself, but you do not wish to use comparisons to humiliate yourself. If you cannot do something, you cannot do it. If you can do it, you can.


  2.   Learn to celebrate small accomplishments. Instead of focusing your attention on regretfully thinking about what you cannot do, focus your attention on what you can do. Regretting what you cannot do will not alter your situation or physical abilities.


  3.   Appreciate and value your own accomplishments—you know better than anyone else the dedication and effort it took to achieve them! If you refuse to find joy in what you achieve, why should anyone else find joy in it? You will never know how much your effort encourages someone else!


  4.   Set doable goals for yourself. Instead of setting an unattainable goals (which often are more wishes than goals), break your hopes down into doable steps. Instead of making your ambitions a source of powerful discouragements, promise yourself you will re-evaluate your situation when you do the doable. Make the progress you are capable of making right now. (In my situation, I was told to expect a constant decline. The objective was to make the decline progress slowly. My goal is to make the decline crawl like a snail! I cannot stop the decline—but five years later I am not yet in a wheel chair. Will I be? Yes, but hopefully not tomorrow! How do I help myself? (1) I do as my doctors instruct. (2) I go to the gym five days a week. (3) I refuse to do things that will hurt me—use good judgment! (4) I do what I can about my weight to keep pressure off my joints and muscles. Is all of that fun? No! However, I surely enjoy being able to walk!)


  5.   Value what you can do instead of regretting what you cannot do. The issue is not what others think of your accomplishment, but what you think of your accomplishment. Exert yourself! Expect of yourself what you are capable of doing! Where will it lead? Who knows? However, if you do not do what you are physically capable of today, you will be able to do less than you do today in the months that are before you. 


  Realize that often what happens physically to you with your permission results in mental declines as well as physical declines. Physical discipline can (and often does) translate into mental discipline when we struggle.


  For those of us on an unexpected journey, there are happenings we cannot prevent. There are a number of stages we will experience as we accept our new reality. Yet, ultimately (hopefully) we will “get it”—things are highly unlikely to ever be as they were physically. When we “get it,” most of us will do one of two things: (1) We will waste the rest of our lives feeling sorry for ourselves, or (2) we will do what we are able to do and make full use of life within our new limitations.


  The unexpected journey we are taking was not a matter of choice. How we use life as we are forced to take that journey is a choice. That choice has enormous relevance to each of us, and to many others as well.


  


  Chapter 18



  First-Century Christian Prayer



  A biblical discussion of the origins and focus of prayer both in Judaism and early Christianity is a tricky business. Prayer is considered a fundamental expression of devotion to God in both the Judaism of the Bible and early Christianity.  Today prayer is such a fundamental expression of devotion to and faith in the God of the Bible that believers (1) are certain that they have basic understanding of prayer and (2) do not like for anyone to pose any significant questions about personally valued prayer practices.


  The next two chapters are certainly not presented as anti-prayer—there is great biblical emphasis on the importance of prayer. The challenge is NOT for us to question the importance of prayer. The challenge will be for us as believers to note the focus of prayer. As before, the challenge is not to seek your endorsement of the thoughts the writer presents, but to challenge you to think as you consider the biblical perspective.


  As we think together, the two principle sources of information will come from Jesus, the founder of Christianity, and the letters early attributed to Paul, the primary writer in the New Testament. Most of the New Testament’s information on Christian prayer comes from those two sources.


  


  Some Background


  Ironically, there is not the emphasis on prayer in pre-Judaism and early Judaism that a believer in the God of the Bible might expect. The primary emphasis was on sacrifice. Today there continues to be a study on the early relationship between prayer and sacrifice. As Judaism and Israel advanced into the periods of the United Kingdom and the Divided Kingdom, the prayers of devout people become increasingly prominent.


  However, there seems to be little instruction to Israel as a people about (1) when to offer personal prayers, (2) what to pray about in personal prayers, or (3) what should be the focus of personal prayers. That personal prayer existed and was practiced seems indisputably evident in people such as David (perhaps 1 Samuel 23:2?), in the Israelites in Solomon’s age and after (see 1 Kings 8:30-32), in Elijah (see 1 Kings 17:20-22; 18:36, 37), and in Daniel (see Daniel 6:10).


  Some enormous religious transitions took place in the period of the Babylonian captivity of Judah. From Israel’s inception as a nation, the focus on worship (1) was place oriented, (2) relied on humans that were consecrated to be mediators between God and Israel, and (3) who offered animal sacrifices. In preparation to consider the transitions called to your attention, thoughtfully read Deuteronomy 12:1-14; 2 Chronicles 7:11-16; Exodus 28:1-5, 40-43; Numbers 18:1-7; and 1 Chronicles 6 (especially note verses 49-53).


  Prior to the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities, the nations of Israel and Judah had enormous problems with idolatries. The Babylonian captivity resulted in additional problems. The temple was in ruins. Jerusalem was destroyed. The people from Judah no longer had access even to the area where “God had caused His name to dwell.” The priests no longer had the Jewish altar on which to offer sacrifices. There was no longer a divinely HHapproved situation that allowed the priests to perform their duties in Israel’s ritual worship with Aaron‘s descendants as the nation’s mediators (see Leviticus 16). 


  Many things likely happened in this period that permitted Israelites to survive as a people. For this chapter’s purpose, two are noted: (1) a shift in the power of the influence of the temple priests and (2) an emphasis on the importance/urgency of personal prayer.


  By the time of Jesus among Israelites (centuries later), religious expression remained ritualized, but personal prayer was a commonly recognized trait of being devoutly religious. Shortly after Jesus’ resurrection, the mediator between humans and God was much more than a consecrated mortal (see 1 Timothy 2:5, 6), those who followed God were the temple (see 1 Corinthians 3:16, 17), and it did not take a huge gathering to praise God (see Matthew 18:20).


  


  Jesus and Prayer


  Jesus was a prayerful person who offered personal prayers to God (the Father) in lengthy prayer sessions. Matthew 14:23 noted the time when Jesus went on a mountain to be alone and pray. Mark 1:35 spoke of a time when Jesus went out before daylight to a lonely place to pray. Luke 5:16 said Jesus often slipped away to the wilderness to pray. Luke 6:12 spoke of Jesus spending a whole night on a mountain in prayer to God. He took Peter, James, and John up what we call the mount of transfiguration to pray (Luke 9:28-31). Jesus, the last night of his earthly life, took the same three men with him to encourage him, but he prayed alone (Matthew 26:36-39).


  With all the personal prayers Jesus prayed, not once is a text of what he said recorded. What Jesus said to God—even in his lengthy prayers—to this day remains between him and God. Perhaps the closest we come to the text of a personal prayer is John l7. (Was that a personal prayer, or was it a part of Jesus’ instructions to the disciples on that occasion?)


  In the evening of John 13-16, Jesus knew this was his final night with the 12 (John 13:1). From John 13:1 through 13:27-30, Jesus was with all 12 men. Judas left in 13:30, and from then through 16 Jesus instructed 11 of his disciples. In John 16:18, the 11 men were confused by Jesus’ instructions, but in 16:29, 30 they declared they understood. However, Jesus knew they do not (John 16:31-33).


  This was an occasion of enormous stress for Jesus. Though he had spent his entire ministry with these men, he knew they did not grasp the focus of his mission. Opportunity to prepare them was almost over. His betrayal and arrest, his trials, his abuse and humiliation, and his death were immediately ahead. Not only did his experiences loom, but the men in whom he had invested his mission where unprepared for what would soon happen. To Jesus, this must have been a heart-wrenching, depressing time.


  Note some specifics about Jesus’ prayer in John 17. (1) His prayer was God-centered (theocentric). His concern was not focused on what he was about to go through, but on the glorification of God. He did not focus on “what I am about to endure,” but on God’s purposes in what was about to happen. Note that his glorification was secondary, but God’s was primary (verse 1). His authority was given to him by God (verse 2), Who was the source of eternal life Who sent Jesus (verse 3). Jesus did God’s work and God was in charge of the glorification (verse 4). Even the disciples were a gift from God to him (verse 6) as was what he did in his ministry (verse 7).


  (2) He offered an intercession for the 11 that began in verse 9. He asked God to keep them that they might be one in this physical world (verse 11). [Note that God keeping them did not involve protection from physical death.] Jesus protected them during his ministry (verse 12), but Jesus was going to God (verse 13). Jesus’ concern was that these men have the joy he had [obviously the joy did not arise from favorable physical circumstances] (verse 13). These men did not belong to the physical world (verse 14), but Jesus’ request was NOT to remove them from the physical world. His request was that they continue his mission (verses 15-19).


  (3) Jesus next offered an intercession for those who would believe through these men’s teaching. He asked that they also be one that people would have reason to believe that God sent Jesus (verse 21).


  (4) Jesus offered a final intercession for the 11. He asked that these men would see the glory that God gave Jesus (verse 24). He asked that the love God revealed in Jesus also be revealed in these men (verse 26). He asked that the God-centered message he taught be their God-centered message (verses 25, 26).


  May I suggest that given Jesus’ circumstances on the final night of his physical life, this is not the prayer most of us would pray. Perhaps SOME of the things we would pray were in his Gethsemane prayer.


  Jesus stressed these things in personal prayer. (1) He stressed personal prayers should be in private (Matthew 6:5, 6). His point: humans do not need to be witnesses to enable God to hear the praying person. (2) In contrast to some common forms of idolatry, God’s hearing petitions from the one praying did not and does not depend on the person saying numerous, repetitious words (Matthew 6:7). (3) Private petitions should be based on the person practicing God’s characteristics (Matthew 6:14, 15). (4) The focus of personal prayer was not to inform God (Matthew 6:8,32) (5) Yet, be steadfast and unrelenting in petitions to God. His point in the Luke 18:1-8 was that in matters of injustice, a compassionate God is more responsive than a self-centered, uncaring judge. The urging was to place confidence in God. (6) In the parable of Luke 18:9-14, Jesus declared God was responsive to a humble sinner who was grieved by his mistakes. However, God was totally unimpressed with arrogant people who were deeply impressed with their righteous acts and superiority to others.


  Personal prayers should declare unpretentious dependence on God as the praying person existed as an implement to God’s purposes. He or she was much aware that considerations much bigger than his or her personal comfort/desires were at stake. Personal prayer did not seek to inform an uninformed God.


  Two of the gospels spoke of Jesus giving “model” personal prayers. The first is part of a sermon/lesson in Matthew 6:9-13. The second is in Luke 11:2-4 in response to a request from the disciples to teach them to pray (following a prayer from Jesus). Both prayers are similar. Both suggest that the manner in which Jesus and John prayed differed from what religious people were accustomed to praying.


  Basically, each says (1) honor the holiness of God. (2) Request that God’s purposes come to pass. (3) Acknowledge dependence on God. (4) Ask God to help you shape your behavior by His character.


  


  Paul’s Prayers


  Paul had a consistently God-centered world view. Amazingly, as deeply as Paul loved Jesus Christ and appreciated what Jesus Christ did for him, he never attributed to the Christ the things of God. Jesus Christ was to Paul consistently an expression of God’s love and mercy. In his instruction to Timothy, he voiced his view of God as (1) the One who gave [gives] life, (2) the One who determined [will determine] when Jesus Christ returned, (3) the only Sovereign, (4) the King of kings, (5) the Lord of lords, (6) Who alone possessed immortality, (7) Who existed [exists] in unapproachable light, and (7) Who was [is] beyond the human ability to see (perceive???) (1 Timothy 6:13-16). God was [is] the source of all good things humanity knew and experienced. It is God Who was the ultimate sustainer of humanity (Acts 17:28).


  Paul’s view of the mission of Jesus Christ was God-centered. When the judgment occurred, Jesus Christ would present the kingdom to God. Until that event, Jesus Christ (by God’s design) would function as Lord; the mission of Jesus Christ did not end at his death and resurrection. His mission was focused on two results: (1) re-establishing permanent companionship between God and humanity (Genesis 3:8-12 plus Jesus’ redemptive death) and restoring God to His rightful place He held as Creator. Jesus would be Lord until he has defeated all of God’s enemies. When God subjected everything to the Jesus Christ, He excluded Himself. When the last enemy was defeated, the resurrected Jesus would submit himself to God that God again might rightfully occupy the position of the “all in all” (1 Corinthians 15:23-28).


  Nothing changed Paul’s God-centered view. Though he experienced numerous imprisonments (see 2 Corinthians 6:5), his view of God remained unchanged. Though he experienced repeated hardships (see 2 Corinthians 11:23-33), his view of God was unchanged. Though he was assaulted by Satan (see 2 Corinthians 12:7), his view of God was unchanged. Not even execution would change his God-centered world view (see 2 Timothy 4:6-8).


  It was customary for Paul in fulfilling his gentile mission to include a prayer near the beginning of most of his New Testament letters to congregations. The time in which Paul wrote and lived as a Christian was a tumultuous time. Christianity was an illegal religion in the Roman Empire. Persecution which could produce trials, imprisonments, and martyrs was a reality in some sections of the empire. The idolatry establishment resented Christian intrusion (see Acts 19:24-27). Judaism resented Christian intrusion (see Acts 9:1, 2 and 15:1, 2). It would be difficult to exaggerate the inconvenience and danger some Christians faced in some areas of the Roman Empire. Yet, Paul did not include these difficulties in those prayers. To Christians of today, that is most unusual prayer behavior!


  Consider some of those prayers (often referred to as Paul’s thanksgiving prayers), and note the things Paul included in the focus of those prayers.


  Begin with the prayer that began in Romans 1:8. Remember two things. (1) Paul had not yet visited this congregation. (2) Jewish Christians recently had been required to leave Rome (see Acts 18:2). Their integration back into the Christian community in Rome created a significant problem in Rome in the Christian community.


  


  In his prayer, note these things.


  1.   Paul was grateful for their faith and the influence of that faith.


  2.   Paul deeply yearned to visit them so he and they might mutually encourage each other.


  3.   Teaching in Rome would contribute to his gentile mission.


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in 1 Corinthians 1:4 and note these things.


  1.   Paul was grateful that God’s grace was exhibited in them.


  2.   Paul was grateful for their spiritual enrichment.


  3.   Paul was grateful that Jesus Christ would confirm them in judgment as God certainly would keep His promise.


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in 2 Corinthians 1:3 and note this.


  1.   God was [is] the source of mercy and comfort.


  2.   If sufferings in Jesus Christ were abundant, comfort in Jesus Christ was abundant.


  3.   When Paul and his company experienced difficulty, their hardships were to comfort the Christians at Corinth.


  4.   Paul and his company found hope in the fact that the Corinthian Christians shared both their suffering and comfort.


  5.   God delivered Paul and his company from enormous suffering in Asia, and the Corinthian Christians’ prayers helped in producing Paul and his company's deliverance.


  


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in Ephesians 1:3 and note these things.


  1.   All spiritual blessings are found in Christ who is the human solution to the challenges of holiness.


  2.   God predestined Jesus Christ to be the human solution to the human problem of sin through the adoption of anyone who chooses to be a Christian (because God is kind).


  3.   God’s beloved (Jesus Christ) was the source of redemption/forgiveness as a result of God’s grace.


  4.   God lavished grace on them.


  5.   God revealed the mystery of His will in Jesus Christ.


  6.   What God purposed in Jesus Christ was the summation of God’s plans and purposes.


  7.   God intended that those in Jesus Christ glorify Him and influence others to glorify Him.


  8.   God will keep His promise to redeem those in Jesus Christ.


  


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in Philippians 1:3 and note this.


  1.   Remembering you caused me (Paul) joy.


  2.   You participated in my work, and I know you will continue to do good.


  3.   No matter what my circumstance, you were never ashamed of me.


  4.   I really want to be with you.


  5.   May your love, your approval of godly things, and your fruits of righteousness in Jesus Christ keep on growing to God’s glorification.


  


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in Colossians 1:3 and note.


  1.   He expressed gratitude for their faith in Jesus Christ and love for Christians.


  2.   Both existed because of their hope in the word of truth.


  3.   The word of truth came to them producing fruit and affirming the reality of God’s grace.


  4.   Epaphras was the source of their message and informed Paul and his company of their love in the Spirit.


  


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in 1 Thessalonians 1:2 and note this.


  1.   Paul was impressed with their faith, love, and hope in Jesus Christ.


  2.   He knew God chose them because of the way they responded to the message and to them.


  3.   The result was that their faith was known far and wide.


  4.   They became Christians to serve God and to await the return of Jesus Christ.


  


  Consider Paul’s prayer that began in 2 Thessalonians 1:3 and note the following.


  1.   Their faith and love continued to grow.


  2.   Paul and his company were proud of the manner they persevered in their persecutions and afflictions.


  3.   It was proper for them to suffer for God if they received God’s blessings in Jesus Christ.


  4.   God would afflict those who caused their suffering when Jesus Christ returned.


  5.   Paul prayed for their endurance.


  


  Of the numerous things deserving of emphasis, two are called to your attention in Paul’s focus in these prayers. (1) Though Paul endured many forms of physical hardship, he never asked any congregation to pray that his physical circumstances improve. (2) He did not pray for the improvement of physical conditions/circumstances of those to whom he wrote.


  While it is likely that the congregations in Corinth and Philippi prayed for Paul physically, there is no record of Paul requesting those prayers. The focus of Paul’s known prayers is on the spiritual development of Christians. Paul might pray for their spiritual maturing, or their spiritual understanding, or their spiritual insight regarding God’s work in Christ, or their endurance in the face of opposition, but he did not pray for an increase in material well being. The closest he came to this may be his request that Christians pray for kings and those in authority that such people might allow Christians to live tranquil and quiet lives. However that was so salvation in Jesus Christ could spread more quickly (see 1Timothy 2:2-7). He acknowledged that Philemon’s prayers played a role in his release (Philemon verse 22), but Paul did not comment on how he (Paul) knew Philemon prayed for his release.


  In regard to himself, Paul requested prayers for deliverance from those who did not believe (see Romans 15:30-33) and for the ability to speak well (see Ephesians 6:19, 20). e wsaHe


  He was delighted to receive material aid, but he was delighted at what the gifts declared about the faith of the senders (see Philippians 4:10-19).


  Paul maintained a spiritual focus, and he rejoiced when Christians shared that focus.


  


  Chapter 19



  Christianity That Is Self-Centered


  When I challenge people to consider a common matter from a different perspective, I often am afraid that (1) my point will be misunderstood or (2) people will react without thinking. I fear both might happen as I present this chapter.


  All of us (myself included) tend to think what we think and believe what we believe without question. We do not want to question. We want assurance that we are right in our conclusions. Often, if we are made to question one aspect of a concept, we are likely to jettison the entire concept. Questioning one aspect of our conclusions is not an option. Questioning is difficult, requiring thought. It (to us) is often easier to abandon a whole concept than to question one aspect of the concept.


  Use prayer as an example. Prayer is a complex consideration. Many of us find the whole concept of praying overwhelming. It seems to me we conclude, “There is an awful lot I do not understand about prayer as a concept. However, it is my choice to be a Christian. I accept the fact that Christians pray—so if I am a Christian I must pray. Please, do not make me re-evaluate the objective of my prayers. If I am expected to re-evaluate the objective of prayer, it is much easier for me to just abandon the whole concept of prayer.” Thus we may abandon a valid concept entirely to avoid reconsidering one aspect of our use of the valid concept. The end result is that we rob ourselves of the help of a valid concept because we are not open to reconsidering one aspect of the concept.


  


  Our Common Use of Prayer


  Prayer has become a “shotgun” approach to numerous problems—problems that often have little in common. Prayer is often the “fall guy” for things that happen that we do not like—from the consequences produced by a drunk driver who caused a wreck to the consequences of an unwanted natural disaster. Either there is not enough prayer, or prayer was woefully ineffective, or there was an effort to justify what happened. If we pray and something unexpectedly good happens, the happening is a miracle. If we pray and nothing happens, we ask, “What was wrong?” If visible good results from praying, we celebrate. If nothing visible results from praying, we feel the burden of guilt—we failed or God failed.


  Jesus, in a section of the Sermon on the Mount following an emphasis on acceptable prayer, said (1) a dedication to acquiring the material (Matthew 6:19-22) or (2) anxiety (Matthew 6:32) is not the answer to the focus of existence. He also (in the same context) said that the focus of life involved more than material concerns (Matthew 6:25, 28-30).


  Paul agreed that anxiety solved nothing—in fact it was counter-productive. Instead, through prayer make requests of God (Philippians 4:6). However the admonition occurred in the middle of an encouragement for spiritual growth.


  In Ephesians 6:18 Paul told people in that congregation that they should pray at all times. However, that encouragement followed an emphasis on the importance of wearing the complete armor of God to defend oneself against the attacks of evil. In emphasizing the Christian’s greatest enemy, the emphasis was not on material desires, but on spiritual forces outside of the individual. The admonition seemed to be for “perseverance” for all who placed their confidence in Christ.


  In 1 Timothy 2:1 Paul instructed Timothy to teach Christians to pray for everyone. Again the focus of the section (1 Timothy 2:1-7) in which the instruction appeared has a salvation/spiritual development emphasis.


  It is definitely true that things that cause an individual to be anxious threatens the person’s ability to maintain and grow in faith in God. However it is not true that removing the anxiety is accomplished by addressing only material concerns.


  


  The Basic Problem


  Our society as a whole is basically a self-centered society. Our focus seems to be on one of these things: (1) a dedication to improving lifestyle as the basic solution to what we consider needs, (2) a definition of personal success that is based on material achievement, or (3) the indulgence of personal desires. The common denominator in those is “me.” “I” want “my” lifestyle to fulfill “my” expectations. If ”I” am successful, “my” success will be evident in the material things “I” have or use. If “I” have what “I” want, “I” can afford to indulge “myself” in these ways.


  This is not intended to be an indictment of all people or all groups in this society. It only seeks to make two observations: (1) in this society there is an enormous emphasis on the individual and (2) there is the enormous conviction that any perceived need can be met through material means. We have allowed the consumer mentality to overwhelm us as a people. Our desires in our lifestyles go far beyond survival.


  This has a very personal relevance to me. In 1970 Joyce and I took our three children to do mission work in a West African country for four years. Near the end of the four years, we faced a very critical choice which I still remember. Do we come back permanently or return for additional tours? There were three primary factors to be considered in making that decision. Factor one: Our children were reaching the age that they would adopt that culture and would not likely ever “fit” in the American culture again. Factor two: Joyce much enjoyed mission work and the involvement it offered her. Factor three: For numerous reasons, I was exhausted. As I remember our decision, the dominant consideration was the children, their opportunities, and their future. (I realize this is an oversimplification of a very complex, demanding decision.)


  Even as we made the decision, I was afraid for me. I had changed rather dramatically. Noticeably my values, priorities, and insights had changed. I feared the impact the American culture would have on me. I was quite aware of what I was and what I had been. I also knew I did not want this society’s culture to swallow me again. If personal change occurred, I wanted it to be the result of personal growth, not as the result of pursuing personal comfort.


  Writing this book has made me acutely aware that in specific ways this society’s culture has swallowed me again. I could not give a date or a time of day when this happened. The process is much too slow and deceptively invasive for anyone to say, “That is when it happened.”


  I am also aware that in a commonplace manner this culture has swallowed too many people in this society. The adult missionaries played a game in the early 70’s. About once a month we would need to return to a city and buy supplies. For reasons too tedious to discuss here, it was necessary to buy supplies and return home in the daylight hours of one day—or endure the considerable expense of spending the night in the city. Occasionally we would sit in a sidewalk café, drink a soft drink, and play this game as we prepared to return home. The rule of the game: you had to make your selection before the person spoke. The game: pick out an American walking down the street. It commonly was easy to do. At least then, most Americans had an aura of self-importance they did not know they exuded. That this aura existed was obvious to people of other cultures, but the aura was rarely obvious to Americans. We had “a sense of self” few other people had.


  None of this is given as an un-American statement. I was and am an American! I deeply appreciate the opportunities and privileges of this society—I have lived for an extended time where those opportunities and privileges do not exist. Yet, we as a people or society are far from perfect. No one needs to see and acknowledge our specific imperfections more than do we. Problems cannot be addressed unless those who have the problems see and acknowledge them.


  We continue to become a society with tremendous emphasis on “me.” A significant factor in the decline of relationships is the importance of “me.” A significant factor in the inability to make and honor commitments is the emphasis on “me.” A significant factor in the erosion of ethics and morals is the preoccupation with “me.” We are increasingly falling in love with what we perceive as the entitlement of “me.” It seems with some their entire world revolves around “me.” Their world view seems to be summed up in a philosophy of “me.”


  


  Making Christianity Self-Centered


  Too many Christians conclude Christianity is primarily about the salvation of humans. (Lest the writer be misunderstood, the emphasis should be on the word primarily.) Those of us who are a part of evangelic Protestantism likely have heard numerous sermons on salvation or some salvation need—forgiveness, sanctification, redemption, atonement, propitiation, grace, mercy, etc. A high percentage of sermons delivered from evangelistic pulpits or taught in evangelistic adult level Bible classes focus in some way on our salvation, our needs, or God’s love for us.


  The result: We are well informed about the evangelical “me” need. (That is, as well informed as we can be through the thirty minute sermons and the forty-five minute classes that we hear one to four times a week.) Is the salvation need a valid human need? Yes. Is it really stressed in the Bible? Yes! Is that all that is stressed. No. Could we get the impression that “me” is all that is stressed in the Bible from what is commonly taught? Yes. Is today’s Christian message very “me” centered? Yes. Could a person easily conclude everything God did in Jesus was only about us? Yes.


  Again, as an example, consider the Christian prayer life. Allow me to call something to your attention in the hope you will pursue the concept in your continued personal study of the Bible. Jesus emphasized two things in Matthew 5:16: (1) those who follow me should not be ashamed of doing good, and (2) the ultimate objective of doing good was the glorification of God. In Matthew 9:8, after Jesus used healing to validate his ability to forgive, the people glorified God for what had happened. In the first recorded lesson given to a gentile audience, Peter described Jesus as a man who did good to verify God was with him (Acts 10:38). In an extensive declaration of all that God did through Jesus Christ for the Christians at Ephesus, Paul said three times that the result of these blessings given to Christians was “to be to the praise of His (God’s) glory” (Ephesians 1:3-14).


  The ultimate objective of all God did in Jesus Christ, of the meaning of Christians being in Christ, and of human spiritual development in Christ is the glorification of God. It was He who lost so much when the humans He made unfairly rebelled against Him.


  Consider your prayers. How often do you pray for a specific material outcome or result? How often do you pray for the glorification of God? How often do you request that God address a specific situation as you think best at that moment? How often do you request that God do what is best for His purposes—even if it means ignoring your personal desires? Do you believe that human desires/experiences compose the ultimate reality? Or, do you believe there is a reality so beyond human desires/experiences that no human comprehends all that is involved in the struggle between good and evil?


  There is a powerful difference between praying for the strength and insight to endure an undesired situation and praying that God remove the situation—period! God’s victory against evil is more important than our physical desires. Even though Jesus understood God’s purposes (John 17:1), Jesus knew the difference between God’s purposes and his desires (see Matthew 26:31-44).


  Is it wrong to ask God to remove an unwanted situation? No, as long as we understand there are considerations bigger than our desires involved. As good and evil wage war, our wishes often involve complexities we have never considered. Will you always understand what is happening and why it is happening? No. 


  Consider four questions. How do you look at yourself? How do you see the world? Do you regard yourself as the answer to the problems you see in this world? Is life about you or something bigger than you? Are your answers to these questions reflected in your prayers?


  


  Chapter 20



  Suffering And The War Against Evil


  If we trust Him, there are many things we will willingly do for God. We will change our lifestyle in fundamental ways. We will alter our character in difficult ways. We will redefine basic ethics and change our morality. We will alter our relationships as we change our way of interacting with people. We will redefine basic relationships—what is involved in being a good wife, a good mother, a good person, etc. or what is involved in being a good husband, father, person, etc. We will reinterpret things like world view and the purpose of life. We will make conscious personal sacrifices that others regard as acts of foolishness.


  The list of things “on the table” to be seriously considered for the person who trusts God is lengthy. However, one thing unlikely to be on many people’s list is any form of painful suffering. Rarely do people see a spiritual element to any form of suffering that involves pain. Often we acknowledge there can be a spiritual link between privation and spiritual dedication, but a spiritual link between pain and spirituality is commonly shunned.


  When suffering produces pain, the objective is to eliminate the pain and thereby destroy the suffering. “Needless” suffering is generally regarded as unintelligent at best and irresponsible at worst. A society that cannot escape common forms of pain for which there is an affordable, accessible remedy is regarded as primitive, uninformed, or economically depressed. To discover and address the specific cause of a suffering that was previously unknown is considered a laudable breakthrough. If a person is dying from a cause that cannot be addressed, the objective becomes “making the person comfortable”—the elimination of pain.


  I certainly realize elimination of all forms of suffering is a complex discussion. The typical person does not consider this discussion. I do not pretend to have the answers—or even know all the questions. I merely wish to point to the spiritual connection between suffering and evil. This is done in the consciousness that likely more questions will be raised than answered.


  


  The Biblical Affirmation of the Link



  The Bible presents the original existence as one without suffering or shame (Genesis 2). It is specific in declaring that one of the specific consequences of evil existing in this physical world is suffering. As a result of rebellion, woman’s pain in the process of childbirth would “greatly multiply” (Genesis 3:l6—NASV) and man would toil (or sorrow) as he produced food from the ground (Genesis 3:17-19).


  When in only three chapters people have gone from totally good (Genesis 1:31) to totally evil (Genesis 6:5), God’s reaction was expressed in sorrow terms—sorry and grieved in his heart (Genesis 6:6). Human yielding to evil resulted in what humans’ would best understand as sorrow or grief. Human evil produced deep divine sorrow! The existence and influence of evil in the physical realm produced divine sorrow. As a righteous human existence yielded to evil intentions, God had sorrow.


  Further, discovering God’s righteousness commonly resulted in sorrow. When people rejected evil, evil frequently caused suffering. Noah heard his friends die, lived on a boat loaded with animals, and was aware that the only human association available to any immediate family member was the immediate family. Abraham left most of his family, lived in danger among those who wished they could destroy him, endured the disappointment of Lot’s self-centered choice, and lost a son because his wife could not tolerate that’s son’s presence. Isaac was a lonely blind man who was a poor father and lived in a less than desirable marriage. Jacob deceived his own brother and, later, endured enormous family turmoil and deception. Imagine a popular, successful man like David being reduced to living among enemies, acting as a mentally unbalanced person to save his life, and becoming the leader of a group of rejected people. Consider the prophets in the Old Testament. Seeking God’s way, doing the right things, and following God’s ways commonly resulted in hardships, increased the personal conflict between righteousness and evil, and produced suffering. Often those people regarded as significant figures of righteousness in the Old Testament endured suffering.


  If one considered people in the New Testament, there would be the rejection and injustices endured by Jesus, the deaths of the apostles, the Christians who were imprisoned, the Christians who were martyred, the hardships of Paul, and Christian persecution in general. Dedication to righteousness was not an escape from suffering. Jesus, early in his ministry, made that quite clear in Matthew 5:10-12.


  The call issued through the first century gospel was not the call to escape physical injustice and suffering. In fact, the gospel call seemed to be opposite from a call to leave physical suffering. Consider such statements as those made in Acts 9:15, 16; 14:22; 1 Thessalonians 3:1-3; 2 Timothy 3:12; 1 Peter 2:11-21; and Revelation 1:9. Christians would not triumph through insurrection, military might, political efforts, economic agendas, a favorable government, or social outcry. Never were first-century Christians urged to adopt any of those approaches. Christians would prevail in an extremely hostile age through perseverance, providing an example of how to live daily life, and maintaining faith in the active God who provided people Jesus Christ.


  


  Interesting!



  If the writer understands the biblical affirmation correctly, the biblical affirmation is fascinating. First, it affirmed that human arrogance, deception, and self-justification resulted in the action of rebellion against God. That rebellion had as one of its major consequences the human experience of pain or suffering. As a consequence of rebellion against the God who sought only their good, a major result was suffering for the woman and the man. The primary avenue for the experience of suffering would be different, but they both would suffer.


  Second, God conquered evil and began reversing the consequences of evil through Jesus’ suffering. The human tendency has been to “see” Jesus’ pre-death and death experiences as having to do primarily with human needs. These human needs were produced by people's inability to deal victoriously with their struggle against evil. Thus the human selfish-view of Jesus’ sufferings primarily had to do with only human needs. This view had nothing to do with injustice to God. 


  Humans further insulated God from any form of the suffering dilemma by affirming God cannot experience suffering. Thus God received little to no consideration in Jesus’ death because Jesus’ death and suffering were about human need—divine need was ignored.


  There are at least two consequences God endured as a result of human rebellion. The first consequence: The companionship/relationship that existed between God and humans was destroyed. The second consequence: Those whom God made in His own image rebelled against God. In some manner that diminished God’s ability to be the all in all (1 Corinthians 15:28).


  Thus, the restoration made possible in Jesus’ suffering and death was focused on two considerations. The restoration of human permanent companionship between people and God. AND. . . the restoration of God to His rightful position/place as the ALL IN ALL. Jesus’ suffering and death addressed both restorations. Though both are intertwined, they each represent separate and distinct needs.


  A Realization


  Virtually every attempt to produce the “ideal” physical existence for humans in this physical world addresses the experience of human suffering. The ideal physical existence always features or is based on this implication: physical suffering does not exist. There is no physical limitation caused by the experience of pain, and nothing that was attempted resulted in a continuing pain experience. Pain, if it occurred, was only a temporary experience that could be promptly addressed (and made unnecessary). When (if) pain existed, it heightened the person’s joy in his/her sense of achievement.


  As an illustration, consider the advent of penicillin. The laboratory discovery of the substance named penicillin occurred in the late 1920s. The first cures of some diseases occurred in the very late 1930s. It was used with rather dramatic effect in World War II. It was mass produced for general use as medicine in the mid-1940s.


  I grew up in a rural situation. Generally, people did not seek medical attention unless a serious problem arose. (In the days of my childhood, doctors often made house calls.) Of the early medical memories I have is this. If one went to the doctor or the doctor came to see him/her, the patient received a shot of penicillin—whether the shot was specifically needed or not. In those days, the shot “could do no harm,” and it might do a lot of good. It was the ”miracle medicine” that could cure problems considered previously incurable. It was “the” medication that opened the door to the foreseeable cure of all disease.


  Now it is over fifty years later. Now there are super-diseases on the scene that were unknown then. Now we wonder how we will attack diseases and infections that seem impervious to the attacks of today’s medicines. We are so far from freedom from suffering through the cure of disease that now the hopes placed in penicillin just over fifty years ago seem ridiculous. The sources that cause suffering seem endless. The sources that truly attack suffering seem limited. No informed person anticipates existence in a physical world that has conquered suffering.


  A View


  There is a vast difference between suffering for no reason and there being purpose in one’s suffering. In many ways both experiences are alike. Both contain regret and frustration. In both there are “longings” based on “what ifs.” In both there is agony. Physical limitations do not change.


  Then why is there an overwhelming sense of hopelessness in suffering for no reason, and a valued sense of direction in suffering for a purpose? It is in the person grasping that there is a reason behind the experience.


  There are many things the reason will not eliminate. It will not eliminate the longing to do what one did before the suffering came. It will not eliminate the frustration as one adjusts yet again to the loss of abilities as the problem advances. It will not address the desire just to feel good. It will not deal with the yearning to discover new physical joys or return to the treasured joys of the past.


  However, the understanding that there is direction in the experience is invaluable. Even in the worst moments, the person can say to self, “This experience verifies that I am part of a struggle that is bigger than me. What I endure serves a purpose bigger than I am—even if I cannot see it at the moment. My issue is not about what I cannot do or experience, but it is about who I am. This experience merely provides me another context in which I can reveal who I am. My struggle will not end, but who I am will not change.”


  


  Chapter 21



  Who Has Your Back?


  One of the joys (of the many) that the atrophy has not taken from me is watching my hummingbird feeders. Hummingbirds fascinate me! About the time I think I have them figured out, they do something I never expected. Their ability to maneuver—stand still in flight and instantly change directions—constantly fascinates me. Watching them chase each other is quite entertaining! In fact, I do not often get tired of watching them. If my wife sees me silently staring out the window, I probably am watching hummingbirds.


  I typically have two feeders up about twenty feet apart (which is too close). There have been times I had as many as five feeders out—however, in our small feeding area that is entirely too close.


  The first thing that fascinates me about them is their incredible greed. Hummingbirds are a very small bird about the size of a typical person’s thumb. The feeders I use hold 16 ounces of sugar water. (I attempt to maintain two flower beds near the feeders to help attract the birds.) The reservoirs that hold the liquid for my feeders would hold several hummingbirds. Yet, it seems every hummingbird appoints itself to be the guardian of the feeders to see that no other hummingbird drinks any of the sugar water. The object does not seem to be to drink, but to keep anyone else from drinking! 


  When, I see this behavior, I inwardly (silently) laugh and laugh and laugh. First, one would think “the guard bird(s)” put the liquid in the reservoirs and was itself tirelessly protecting all that “hard work.” However, the bird(s) had nothing to do with putting the liquid in the reservoirs! Second, each bird acts as if it could drink all that sugar water all by itself! I seriously doubt that one bird could drink all I put out (before it molds) if nothing disturbed it!


  The second thing that fascinates me is their behavior. The day seems to begin with an enormous game of chase. Everybody seems to chase everyone else. Sometimes there are up to five (that I can identify) that chase each other. They will dive at each other, fly after each other, face each other as they rise into the air, etc. As two chase each other, a third will attempt to sneak a drink. As soon as the two chasing each other see the third drinking, the two in unison go after the third. The enemies suddenly become allies as they band together to intimidate the third who would dare drink from “our” sugar water. If four or five go after each other, nobody pairs up, nobody drinks, and everybody swarms to prevent anyone from drinking. 


  Occasionally a finch will light on a feeder. He will be so much larger than the hummingbirds that he will just ignore their antics. When the hummingbirds are ignored for a couple of minutes, they simply disappear until the finch leaves. However, this tactic does not work if a hummingbird tries it—the attacks (which never inflict harm) continue on and on.


  About mid-morning as the temperature rises, one I refer to as the “general” will perch on a nearby tree limb. (There is a tree about fifty feet from the feeders.) He will watch the feeders. If any hummingbird dares to try to drink, he will dive out of the tree, chase the hummingbird away, inspect the feeder (not taking a drink), and return to his perch in the tree. I guess he is just making sure everything on the feeder is still there!


  Then late in the afternoon the chase begins again.


  The only time I have observed a significant departure from this behavior occurred when a storm was approaching. Suddenly, everybody drank and nobody chased. Seemingly, the “rules” briefly changed. Everyone needed to prepare for the threat. When the storm passed, the chase began again.


  For a reason I do not understand, these birds will “adopt” only one feeder at a time. The feeder selected (the feeders are always in the same place) will change from summer to summer. I have seen them empty their favored feeder and not touch or visit the other feeder—and both feeders are identical, filled with the same solution.


  In order not to disturb the hummingbirds’ patterns, I usually clean and refill the feeders at night. While the birds sleep, I clean the feeders and refill them with the liquid they love so much and that never runs out. They think I am their dreaded enemy who would destroy their lives. If I go near their feeders when they are there, they quickly disappear. They have no idea that the one they dread so much and identify as their enemy actually sustains them in ways they never see at cost to himself—not them.


  Question: Who fills your feeder while you sleep?


  


  Parting Thoughts


  As I close this, I would like to give you some “think abouts.” I hope that they are worth your time and consideration.


  1.   Never allow your frustrations to blind you to your blessings.


  2.   Just because you ignore the presence of something does not meant it is not there.


  3.  Refuse to be defined by negative qualities. 


  4.   Seek to be the best you that you can be, not the worst.


  5.  Guard against an attitude of possessiveness.


  6.  May you honestly see your flaws before others see them.


  7.  See friendship where friendship exists.


  8.  Being honestly able to distinguish between friends and enemies blesses.


  9. Genuine threats change behavior.


  10. Because I know myself does not mean I accurately understand others.


  11. Make it your goal that knowing you is a source of blessing to others.


  May we all have the wisdom and insight to make any journey we take beneficial—unexpected or otherwise.
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